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Introduction 


At the heart of the St George’s Day parades of yesteryear were the figures of 
St George, his damsel, and his dragon, the last typically represented by an 
elaborate hobby-horse brought out to perform year on year. The townspeople 
lining the streets, not least the children, had little time for the pious knight or 
the insipid princess. All the town’s attention went to the dragon. As Richard Lane 
tells of Norwich’s own Snap: ‘Our legends are rich with stories of dragons 
capturing fair maidens, and the noble knights who rode to their rescue. In the 
end it was the dragon who was vanquished—the triumph of good over evil. Yet 
Snap was a dragon who in his way vanquished the people of Norwich by winning 
a place in their hearts.’' This nicely encapsulates the engaging paradox of the 
dragon, as true of antiquity as of medieval England: the ultimate terror, safely 
distanced from the real world both by its own death and by its confinement to the 
realm of fantasy, yet lives on to flourish as an object of fascination, indeed as an 
object of love. 

It is without shame that I offer a world overburdened with books the following 
substantial study of the Graeco-Roman reflex of the dragon, the drakon or draco. 
Weary readers are invited to consider: first, that almost every major myth cycle of 
the Graeco-Roman world featured a drakon at its heart, including the sagas of 
Heracles, Jason, Perseus, Cadmus, and Odysseus; secondly, that the single most 
beloved and influential of the pagan gods from the late Classical period until Late 
Antiquity, Asclepius, was a drakon; thirdly, that Graeco-Roman drakon-shying 
narratives lie directly at the root of the tradition of the saintly dragon-slaying 
narratives we still cherish; and, fourthly, that there has never been a substantial 
study of the drakon as such in the Graeco-Roman world. Those that imagine that 
Fontenrose’s Python or Watldns’ How to Kill a Dragon fit the bill will be surprised 
by this last claim. But in fact these books, both more honoured, alas, on the shelf 
than in the hand, are concerned not with the Graeco-Roman drakon itself, but 
with its pre-Greek archaeology, the first from the perspective of comparative 
myth, the second from that of comparative Indo-European poetics. My concern, 
by contrast, is not to speculate about what may have gone before, but to provide a 
descriptive handbook of what actually was, and a point of orientation within the 
rich fields of literary and iconographic evidence for the ancient drakon.^ 


' Lane 1976: 5; cf. Simpson 1980: 93. 

“ I'ontenrose 1939, Watkins 1995. L'ontenrose attempts to reconstruct a narrative schema (laid out 
at 9-11) that underlies almost all Greek, Near-Eastern, and Indo-European narratives of lights against 
dragons and just about any other kind of monster. But the cost of inclusiveness is tliat the schema 
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Introduction 


WHAT WAS A DRAKOm 

The focal subject matter of this book is not defined, as it is for Fontenrose and 
(more surprisingly) Watkins, by an etic ‘dragon’ concept arbitrarily imposed 
from without upon the literary and material remains of the Graeco-Roman 
world and others, or one that unravels at its edges into monstrous creatures 
wholly bereft of any serpentine elements or even into a hero’s fully humanoid 
opponents. Rather, it is strongly defined by the Greek term drakon (plural: 
drakontes; feminine variant drakaina) and its Latin derivative draco (plural: 
dracones)^ These are the words our sources apply most typically, indeed over¬ 
whelmingly, to the creatures investigated here, as I have tried to make clear 
throughout by preserving it in my translations and paraphrases of them. What¬ 
ever else they were, drakontes were fundamentally large snakes. The term osten¬ 
sibly spanned a broad semantic field. At the banal extreme, it could designate the 
large snakes of the real world. In this connection, there have been unsuccessful 
attempts to associate the term with a particular species of snake, be it a species 
recognized by the ancients or, a wholly different thing of course, one recognized 
by us moderns.^^ At the fantastical extreme the term was applied to snakes of 
supernatural size and nature, often compounded with human or other animal 
forms, and often credited with fire-breathing or other varieties of fieriness. But the 
two semantic poles were closer than they initially seem, for, up until the end of 
the fifth century bc at any rate, almost all uses of the term drakon invite us to 
construe the creature so designated either as supernatural in itself or under the 
control of a supernatural power. Thus it describes, serpents of the great mythical 
battles apart: serpents identified, integrated, or associated with underworld 


remains terribly loose and is compelled to admit a great many variants for each motif. The result is that 
it will ultimately accommodate just about any fight narrative of any kind. Nonetheless, the book 
remains a great achievement and constitutes an enormous feat in the collocation of evidence- 
scholarship’s first and highest goal—and accordingly remains an invaluable resource. Watkins is 
critiqued below. 

As one would expect, articles devoted to the drakon in some of the standard encyclopaedias, notably 
Pottier 1877-1919 and Merkelbach 1959, are of some value. But the most useful work has often come in 
books on snakes more generally, or aspects thereof. Here honourable mentions go to Miihly 1867, 
Kiister 1913, Mitropoulou 1977, Sancassano 1997u, Grabow 1998, Jacques 2002, 2007. Amongst 
shorter contributions on the subject Bodson 1978 and 1981 deserve mention, as does Sancassano 
1997/;, offering a doxography of modern scholarship on the subject. In recent years several important 
monographs on individual drakon powers have appeared; Bonnechere 2003 on Trophonius, Gourme- 
len 2004 on Cecrops, Riethmiiller 2005 on Asclepius, Lalonde 2006 on Zeus Meilichios, Sineux 2007 on 
Amphiaraus. Evans 1987 offers an impressively efficient and well informed summary of the dragon in 
the Western tradition more generally in 32 pages. 

' 'I'he etymology of the word drakon, ancient and modern, is discussed in Ch. 4. 

Gossen et al. 1921 s.v. HipaKoju and Gow and Scholfield 1953: 20,179 identified Python Sebae as the 
realistic reflex of the drakon on the basis of the (manifestly fitbulous) descriptions of drakontes at 
Nicander Theriaca 438-57 (three rows of teeth) and Philumenus 30 (beards). Bodson 1981; 65-8 and 
Jacques 2002: 135-9 now identify the realistic reflex rather with snakes of the Elaphe or rat-snake 
genus. While snakes of this genus almost certainly supplied, or were prominent in supplying, the real- 
life drakontes found in Asclepian and related cults (Ch. 10), and thereby constituted the type of real 
drakon most commonly and significantly encountered by individuals in the ancient world, it is 
nonetheless clear from the totality of sources reviewed in this book that the term also bore a much 
wider significance, and that it could be applied to large snakes of an infinite variety of genera, quite 
apart from mythical and fantastical ones. 
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powers; serpents participating in metamorphosis; serpents acting as guards on 
behalf of gods; serpents participating in omens and prophetic dreams; serpents 
of ritual function; and serpents, often fantastical in form, decorating arms. The 
only category of usage that may compromise this contention is the term’s deploy¬ 
ment in similes. These ostensibly describe the Realien of the natural world, and 
draw their force from the supposition that this is what they do. But it may 
nonetheless be noted that the reality they describe is a strangely heightened one, 
and one in which the animals are strongly anthropomorphized.^ Whatever their 


^ iTe types of context in which the term 8pdi<cov and its female equivalent SpaKcuva are deployed up 
until the end of the 5th century nc are as follows: 

1. The serpents of the great mythical battles; e.g. Homer Iliad 6. 181-2, Hesiod Theogony 321-2 
(Chimaera); Hesiod Theogony 825 (Typhon); Pisander FGrH 16 F8 '= F dubia 3 Davies (not in 
West), Pherecydes FT6b Fowler (Ladon); Homeric Hymn (3) to Apollo 300, Simonides F573 
Campbell (original word?), Euripides Phoenissae 1245, Iphigenia in Tauris 1234 (Delphic ser¬ 
pent); Bacchylides 9.13 (Serpent of Nemea); Pindar Nemean 1.40 (the serpent-pair sent against 
Heracliscus); Pindar Pythian 4. 2422-6, Pherecydes F31 Fowler (original word?), Euripides Medea 
480-2, Hypsipyle F l.ii.24 Bond, p. 26, Herodorus of Heracleia F52 Fowler (original word?) 
(Serpent of Colchis); Sophocles Antigone 126, 1125, Euripides Phoenissae 257, 657, 820, 931, 
935, 941, 1011, 1062a, 1315, Suppliants 579, Heracles 253, Bacchae 539, 1026, and 1155, Hella- 
nicus 4Fla and F51 Fowler, Androtion FGrH 324 F37 (Serpent of Ares); Critias Pirithous 
hypothesis at TrGF i. 171 (Cerberus or other underworld serpents?). Note also Aeschylus 
Suppliants 267 (a plague of monsters, SpaKovOofitXov ... curotKiai', sent up by the Earth at Argos 
and destroyed by the seer Apis). 

2. The serpents identified with, associated with, or integrated into underworld powers; Aeschylus 
Ghoephoroe 1050, Eumenides 128 {SpuKaiva), Euripides Orestes 256, Plectra 1256, 1345, Iphigenia 
in Tauris 286 {drakaina) (Erinyes); Sophocles F525 Pearson/7>Gi* (Hecate). 

3. Serpents participating in metamorphosis: Homer Iliad 2. 308 (Aulis); Homer Odyssey 4. 457, 
Sophocles IT 50 Pearson/'iVGE (Proteus); Epimenides F23 DK (Zeus); Sophocles Trachiniae 12 
(Achelous); Euripides Bacchae 1018 (Dionysus); Euripides Bacchae 1330-1, 1358 (8pdi<aLva)] 
Euripides F930 TrGF (Cadmus and Harmonia). For the relationship between metamorphosing 
forms and composite ones, see Frontisi-Ducroux 2001 and E. Aston 2011. 

4. Serpents as servants of gods (beyond those of the great battles): Aeschylus Philoctetes F'252 TrGF 
(Athene’s shrine-guard, biter of Philoctetes); Pindar Olympian 6. 46-7 (serpent-pair sent by 
Apollo to rear baby lamus); Euripides Ion 21-6 (serpent-pair set by Athene to guard baby 
Ericthonius); Euripides Bacchae 101 (serpents fashioned by Zeus into a garland for baby 
Dionysus). 

5. Serpents participating in omens and prophetic dreams; Homer Iliad 2. 308 (Aulis, for Agamem¬ 
non); Homer Iliad 12. 200-7, 220 (for Hector); Steischorus F219 PMG/Campbell (for Clytemnes- 
tra), Aeschylus Ghoephoroe 527 (for Clytemnestra); Pindar Olympian 837-46 (for Troy). 

6. Serpents decorating arms: Homer Iliad 11. 26 (Agamemnon’s breastplate, ‘p<^>i'tentous’); Homer 
Iliad 11 . 39 (shield-strap with three-headed serpent, supporting Agamemnon’s Gorgon shield); 
Heracles Shield 161-7 (the twelve animated serpent-heads of Heracles’ shield blazon); Pindar 
Pythian 8. 46 (Amphiaraus’ shield); Euripides Phoenissae 1134-8 (Amphiaraus’ shield blazon: the 
serpents reach over city walls to devour children). Cf. golden serpent necklaces or bracelets 
fashioned to protect children: Aleman IT lines 66-7 (Sparta); Euripides Ion 23, 1427 (Athens). 
Note also Sophocles F701 TrGF (serpent-pair decorating a herald’s staff, compared to Hermes’). 

7. Serpents of religious function: Euripides Bacchae 768 (maenads); Aristophanes Wealth 732-41 
(Asclepieion). 

8. Serpents in similes: Homer Iliad 3. 33, 22. 93, Hesiod F70. 23 MW, Aeschylus Ghoephoroe 1047, 
Leon F123 TrGF, Persians 81-2, Seven 293, 381, 503, Suppliants 511, Euripides hm 1263, Orestes 
479-81, 1406, Hermippus Comicus Athenas Gonai F3. 
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particularities, drakontes were, nonetheless, a subset of the world of snakes, and 
the familiar range of snake terms is also regularly applied to creatures so desig¬ 
nated in Greek and Latin: on the Greek side most typically ophiSy on the Latin 
typically cinguis or serpens.^' It is noteworthy that the feminine variant drakaina 
should have been brought into existence, and that there was a propensity to apply 
the term metaphorically to women of cruelty. Female serpents offered the par¬ 
ticularly terrible prospect of producing broods.^ 

So far as English-language terminology is concerned, our word ‘dragon’, in turn 
a derivative of Latin’s draco, may be applied appropriately and unapologetically to 
the fantastical drakontes of enormous size, compound form, and much hre.^ 
However, for practical purposes, the word ‘serpent’ offers a better general fit for 
drakons full semantic field, embracing simultaneously for us as it does the 
connotation of the great dragon and that of the more modest real-world snake 
(though perhaps again with a certain portentousness). And so it is the latter that is 
most commonly pressed into service alongside the term drakon itself in the 
following pages. We still, however, permit ourselves the indulgence of the word 
‘dragon’ when speaking of comparative and sometimes of Christian material. I'he 
term ‘anguiform’ also appears frequently, and often as a substantive. I use it in a 
catholic sense to embrace not only entities that are indeed plainly and simply 
‘snake-shaped’ (e.g. Ladon) but also entities that incorporate a snake shape 
amongst other shapes (e.g. dyphon), or are capable of manifesting themselves in 
the form of a snake amongst other forms (e.g. Asclepius). An ‘anguipede’ is the 
most typical variety of composite drakon, a creature humanoid above the waist 
and serpent below it. 


'I’here are in lad clear some clear cases in which the terms bpdi<(ou and ^fmi<aunc are applied to banal 
creatures, but—the exception proving the rule—these are metaphorical applications of the terms to 
varieties ol fish: lipicharmus 1’60 line 2 Kaibel, Hippocrates On Diet i-iv. 47,1, Dc (ijfectioiiibns 
interioribiis 21. 20, 22, 15, 30. 29 {hpaKOiv)-, Hphippus Comicus F12 line 6 K-y\ {bfMLt«ui>U). Bodson 
1978: 72 n. 94, 1981: 63-4 n. 31 only recognizes the tendency to focus the term 'bpaKOiv upon 
supernatural creatures as beginning with Aristotle. 

LSJ s.v. 6p(u<o)i' regard the term as simply interchangeable with of/xc, but, the considerations above 
apart, I am aware of no instance in which bpdxojv can be demonstrated to describe a small snake. 
Bodson 1981: 63-4 is right, taking her lead from schol. Buripides Orestes 479, to understand bpaiaov as 
defining rather a subset of the creatures defined by oV/nc; cf. also Bile 2000. 

^ 'I’he term is extrapolated from bpdi<ojv according to the productive model found also, for example, 
in Xcojv and Aeatra (‘lion’, ‘lioness’), and O^pdinijv and ()€pdrr(LLV(L (‘servant’, ‘serving woman’); cf 
Sancassano 1996: 53-6. Notable early uses: Homeric Hymn (3) to Apollo 300 (Delphic serpent); 
Aeschylus liumeniiies 128, Euripides Ipliigenia in Tauris 286 (Erinyes); Euripides liacclme 1358 
(Harmonia). 'I’he metaphorical usage: Anaxilas Comicus F’22 lines 1-6 K-A asserts that courtesans 
are less civilized even than an unapproachable drakaina, the Chimaera, Chaiybdis, Scylla, the Sphinx, 
the Hydra, a lioness, the hichidna, or the Harpies; Lycophron Alexandra twice uses the term drakaina as 
a metaphor for a cruel woman: 674 (Circe), 1114 (Clytemnestra). 

” I'hough Bodson 1981: 64 n. 32 would not approve: ‘La traduction “dragon”... doit... etre 
definitivement abandonee, en raison des connotations fabuleuses que le terme possede dans les langues 
modernes, notamment sous I’influence de I’imagerie medievale.’ Some ancient drakontes of the 
composite variety could boast the legs we associate with medieval and more recent dragons (e.g. 
Chimaera, Cerberus; Ch. 2). Wings are admittedly less common, but they are sported on occasion, 
e.g. by 'I'yphon (Ch. 2) and by the flying drakontes that draw Medea’s chariot (Ch. 5). 
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THE SHAPE AND SCOPE OF THE BOOK 

After brief review of the Minoan-Mycenean, Near-Eastern, Indo-European, and 
folkloric backgrounds, the first sue chapters are devoted to the great drakotttes of 
Graeco-Roman myth, killed, overwhelmed, or outwitted in battle by their human¬ 
oid opponents. The first trio of chapters reconstructs their myths and the stages of 
their development from the archaic period onwards on an individual basis, with 
each analysis preceded by an orienting summary of the myth’s canonical version. 
Chapter 1 lays out the myths of the great drakontes of pure form, in approximate 
chronological order of their first attestation: the Hydra, slain by Heracles; Ladon 
the Serpent of the Hesperides, slain or outmanoeuvred by Heracles; the Delphic 
Serpent, known either as the female Delphyne or the male Python, slain by Apollo; 
the Serpent of Ares, slain by Cadmus; the Serpent of Nemea, slain, according to 
different traditions, by the various members of the Seven against Thebes; the 
Serpent of Colchis, slain or sent to sleep by Jason and Medea; the pair of serpents 
slain by the baby Heracles (‘Heracliscus’); the Serpent of Thespiae, slain by 
Menestratus; and finally, a rather unique Roman example, the Serpent of the 
river Bagrada, slain by Regulus. Chapter 2 proceeds to look at the comparable set 
of battle myths for the great composite drakontes, and is loosely organized in 
accordance with the overall shapes and mythological affinities of the creatures in 
question. We begin with the anguipedes: Typhon, slain by Zeus; Echidna, slain by 
Argus; the Giants and Campe, slain by the gods; the Lamiae, slain by Coroebus 
and Eurybatus. We end it with a study of the drakon-tailed quadrupeds: the 
Chimaera, slain by Bellerophon; Cerberus, mastered by Heracles; and Orthus, 
slain by Heracles. Somewhat anomalous in themselves, the Gorgons, amongst 
whom Medusa was slain by Perseus, offer a convenient bridge between these two 
groups by virtue of their strong thematic affinities with the Lamiae on the one 
hand and the Chimaera and its associates on the other. It will be seen that even the 
composite creatures in which the drakon element is proportionately small, as in 
the cases of the Gorgons and the Chimaera, share the behaviours and narrative 
roles of the composite creatures with a larger drakon element, and indeed of the 
pure drakontes. Chapter 3 turns to the drakontes' marine cousins, the kete or ‘sea 
serpents’. These present a methodological difficulty for us in so far as, despite their 
serpentine nature, the term drakon is seldom applied to them. Nonetheless, they 
earn a place in this study by virtue of a series of specific points of correspondence 
with drakontes in their narrative roles. The key cases here are the highly similar 
ones of the Ketos of Troy, from which Heracles rescues Hesione, and the Ketos of 
Ethiopia, from which Perseus rescues Andromeda. These creatures are further 
bound in with the drakontes by virtue of two striking cross-over cases: that of 
Scylla, who seems to have morphed over the course of her tradition from a drakon 
into a ketos; and that of the drakon-pim' sent against Laocoon, who contrive to 
combine, in their confused tradition, behaviours and narrative roles associated 
both with drakontes and with kete. 

The second trio of chapters studies the same group of myths from a series of 
thematic perspectives, and often draws more broadly upon ancient snake-lore in 
eludicidation. Chapter 4 broaches the major overarching themes: the genealogies 
that unite most of the drakontes, pure and composite, and indeed the kete too, in a 
single family tree; the male and female naming patterns in which many of the 
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major drakontes participate; the curious beards and crests that decorate the heads 
even of the otherwise pure drakontes; the caves the drakontes typically inhabit, 
and their propensity for marking their landscapes with signs of their presence that 
endure even after their death; their particular association and indeed identification 
with springs and rivers; their role as guardians not only of such sources but also of 
treasures more generally, and again their direct identification with treasure; the 
various kinds of restitution that are made for the killing of the drakontes^ and the 
ways in which they are enshrined in memory; and finally the vigorous meta¬ 
narrative theme of the rationalizing of the drakon out of its own story. Chapter 5 
turns briefly to the humanoids that repeatedly interact with drakontes, both 
fighting against them and indeed alongside them, as masters and mistresses of 
them. Amongst males Apollo and Heracles are noteworthy in this regard, but it is 
the females that stand out more, notably Athene and Medea. Consideration 
of the latter’s relationship with the Colchis drakon draws us into a discussion of 
the broader phenomenon of the drakon-tending virgin. We close with a look 
at the mythical, or effectively mythical, races of the ancient world with special 
abilities to master serpents and other snakes, the Psylli of Libya, the Ophiogeneis 
of Parium, Phrygia, and Cyprus, and the Italian Marsi. Chapter 6 looks at the 
articulation of the battles themselves between man and drakon. The battle narra¬ 
tives make appeal to an ideal schema, of which only limited parts are visible in 
individual tales, in which man and drakon bring to their fights an elaborate set of 
symmetrical weapons. Man or god can bring one drakon to fight another. He 
counters the drakon s fire (an imaginative development of the viper’s burning 
venom) with manufactured fire of his own, thunderbolts, torches, and parching 
herbs, or by turning the drakon s own fire against it. He counters the drakon s 
pestilential, even Stygian, breath, deleterious both when blown out and sucked in, 
and so too the stench of its rotten corpse, with fumigations and even with his own 
breath. The drakon s venom, the product of the poisonous herbs it has eaten, is 
countered by the witch’s manufactured poisons, and by natural human liquids, 
saliva and blood. The coils that are so characteristic of the drakon are countered 
by the curving blade of the sickle and by magic circles. As the drakon tries to cast 
sleep upon its human victims with its terrible gaze, man attempts magical means 
to cast sleep upon its own unsleeping eyes. There are elaborately reciprocal battles 
too in the registers of vision and sound. 

The next quartet of chapters turns to the cults of drakon heroes and gods. 
Chapter? considers the general associeitions of drakontes with the earth, the 
underworld, and underworld powers, notably Hecate and the Erinyes. Of particular 
interest is the propensity of the returning heroic dead to turn into the drakontes that 
move from beneath the earth to the surface and make themselves anew. Attica, ever 
proud of the autochthonous origins of its population, boasted a suite of founda¬ 
tional and protective anguiform heroes in Cecrops, Ericthonius, Cychreus and, as 
we contend, the lawgiver Draco. The following pair of chapters turns to the group of 
kindly anguiform deities that seemingly rises to prominence, at any rate qua 
anguiforms, and seemingly as a phalanx, in the late fifth century BC. Chapter 8 
looks at the drakon gods of wealth and good luck: Zeus Meilichios, whose serpent 
form is celebrated in some particularly fine iconography, Zeus Ktesios, Zeus Philios, 
and not least Agathos Daimon, who played such an important foundational role in 
Alexandria and who opens up the intriguing question of house snakes. Chapter 9 
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looks at drakon gods of healing: the great Asclepius, who moves between his cult 
sites in the form of an enormous drakon, and who famously carries a serpent- 
entwined staff when manifesting himself in his avuncular humanoid form; his 
daughter Hygieia, seemingly the inspiration for a number of Roman derivatives, 
and perhaps in origin a divine projection of the drakon-tending virgin; the single¬ 
site gods Amphiaraus and Trophonius who shared much of Asclepius’ iconog¬ 
raphy; and the ‘New Asclepius’ of second-century ad Asia Minor, the serpent 
Glycon, the subject of one of Lucian’s engaging satires. The chapter closes with a 
study of the phenomenon of divine drakon-sires, which seems to have been 
associated with Asclepius above all, and to a lesser extent with Zeus. Chapter 10 
follows on closely by trying to make sense of the confusing traditions of the keeping 
and exploitation of actual snakes in some of the shrines of the anguiform gods. The 
evidence embraces two quite different practices: on the one hand the (probably 
fictitious) maintenance, typically by priestesses, of individual great unseen serpents, 
as in the cases of the Athenian oikouros ophis, Sosipolis in Elea, the Juno Sospita 
serpent at Lanuvium, and the serpent of Metelis in Egypt; and on the other the 
maintenance of colonies of real snakes, this being associated primarily, but not 
exclusively, with Asclepian sanctuaries. Such snakes will usually have lived, uncon¬ 
fined, in the sanctuaries’ sacred groves, but will have been wrangled with baskets. 
The snakes could not have eaten the honey cakes that seiwed as their symbolic food, 
and were probably maintained rather with eggs. As Asclepius’ patients incubated, 
sanctuary staff, who may have included women, would have done the rounds with 
the snakes, applying their mouths to the body-parts affected, for a lick or a gentle 
bite. The variety most likely to have been exploited in this regard is the large but 
phlegmatic rat snake, the Four-lined snake. Some striking modern comparanda 
demonstrate the general viability of this sort of reconstruction. 

The capstone Chapter 11 follows the Craeco-Roman tradition of drakon-shying 
stories on into the early centuries of hagiography, in which the story-types later 
to be associated with Saints Ceorge and Patrick were established, with consideration 
of the traditions relating to Saints Thomas, Philip, Silvester, Hilarion, Donatus, 
Victoria, Marcellus, Andrew, Caluppan, and Marina, amongst others. It is demon¬ 
strated that the hagiographical dragon-fight tradition, the roots of which are indir¬ 
ectly attested already by Lucian, remains strongly integrated with the pagan 
tradition of drakon-shying stories by virtue of its similar exploitation of the themes 
of the symmetrical battle. Some of the saintly narratives project themselves 
as campaign documents against the actual pagan cults of seipent deities, or even 
as historical documents of their heroic closure. But scrutiny shows that the rela¬ 
tionship of the hagiographical narratives with the pagan cults upon which they 
focus is etiolated, in both historical and thematic terms. In so far as these narratives 
serve the purpose of conversion, they do so less through a negative response to the 
sorts of pagan cult laid out in Chapters 7-10 than through a positive, assimilating 
response to the sorts of pagan narrative laid out in Chapters 1 -6. 


SNAKES IN MINOAN AND MYCENEAN CULTURE 

The remnants of the Minoan and Mycenean civilizations offer little by way of 
significant antecedent to the culture of the great drakontes that came to flourish in 
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the art and literature of Greece from c.700 bc. They have, of course, left us no 
narratives and there is little of use in the iconography. 

As for the pre-Greek Minoan civilization, it is above all its ‘Snake Goddess’ 
figurines that call for attention. The famous pair of open-bodiced faience figurines 
of the neo-palatial period (c.l7()0-1450 bc) from the palace of Knossos is supple¬ 
mented by a few post-palatial-period examples (after c.1450 bc). The famous pair 
was discovered by Sir Arthur Evans, along with other cultic objects, as part of a 
shrine-set sealed in a stone cist sunk into the floor of a room to the south of the 
T’hrone Room. The larger figure is preserved only from the waist up. A pair of 
spotted snakes swoop around her bodice. The tail of one begins in a loop over her 
right ear, then its body trails down the left side of her bodice to her midriff, where 
it knots its head with the tail of the second snake, the body of which climbs up the 
right side of her bodice, and disappears behind her neck, whilst its head finally 
peeps out over the top of her conical headdress. A third spotted snake winds up 
around her left arm, then meanders across her back and down her right arm, 
resting its head in her right hand. The smaller figure has lost her left arm and her 
head. In her outstretched right hand she brandishes a snake decorated in the 
fashion of a candy-cane; it is possible that she brandished a second snake similarly 
in her lost left hand. A further arm fragment from the cist with another undulating 
snake on it would appear to derive from a third figurine of a broadly similar type."'^ 

Evans christened the larger figurine the ‘Snake Goddess’ and the smaller one the 
‘Snake Priestess’, and since him it has been debated whether we do indeed have a 
goddess-priestess pair or indeed whether both figures alike represent priestesses in 
turn representing the goddess (as has been contended, for example, by Matz). But 
the former hypothesis is based upon nothing more than the relative size of the 
figures and upon assumptions that they were made from the first to form part of 
the same set and that (as sometimes in Classical art) divine figures were marked out 
as such by superhuman size. As to the latter hypothesis, it is difficult to imagine 
what trace of themselves the priestesses that supposedly intervene between the 
goddesses and the artefacts can be leaving upon the image. The simple assumption 
is that both figurines merely represent goddesses, whether the same one or different 
ones. Possibly, as Marinatos contends, the deity or deities concerned should be 
classed as a variety of the ‘mistress-of-animals’ goddess type familiar throughout 
the Near East, although it is hard to progress from such a classification to any firm 
understanding of the nature of her relationship with her snakes, or her broader 
functions. Evans had argued from the fact that the figurines were found in the 
palace that the snake goddesses were concerned with household protection (just as 
household-protecting serpents were subsequently to be found in the Classical era). 
But, as Marinatos observes, one cannot make a direct equation between a Minoan 
palace with its complex religious functions and a simple house. 


^ Evidence and discussion laid out at N. Marinatos 1993: 148, 157-9, 222-3 (the post-palatial 
evidence iVoin Gournia), 276-7, 279,292, with figs. 140, 141, 227, Lapatin 2002 esp. 60-4 (disputing the 
genuineness of several supposed examples of Minoan snake goddesses, not least the ‘Boston goddess’), 
'IVckova-l-lamee 2003 (speculative but noting, at 128, a possible antecedent figure from Koumase of the 
pre-palatial Early Minoan II period, 2900-2300 bc). 

A. Evans 1921-36: i. 500-4, iv. 152-60; Matz 1958; note also Nilsson 1949: 310-29 and Burkert 
1985: 60 on the household snakes hypothesis. 
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The assumption that the figurines represent a goddess with protective or some¬ 
how friendly snakes has induced some to see the Minoan figurines as ancestors of 
the Athene Parthenos with her attendant snake (Chs. 5 and 10).'^ Otherwise, the 
figurines might be thought to exhibit superficial iconographic similarities with 
other characters familiar from the Classical age. As female figures brandishing 
snakes in their hands or around their arms, they resemble Erinyes and, to a lesser 
extent, maenads. In so far as the larger figure sports serpents knotting at her waist, 
and a further one peeping forward from the top of her head, she resembles a 
serpent-belted and serpent-tressed Gorgon. One might also note a coincidence 
between the figurines’ rounded, nippled breasts and the staring, bulbous eyes of 
early Gorgons and gorgoneici.^^ Might there be any connection? It seems unlikely 
that the Classical figures should represent a continuity of myth or cult, however 
much mutated across the centuries and in the course of passing from the Minoan- 
langLiage culture into the Greek one (Erinyes received cult, just about; maenads did 
not receive cult but performed in it; Gorgons had no cultic associations). We may 
note that nothing resembling a transitional figure-type can be found in the inter¬ 
vening Mycenaean art. But it is, of course, possible that a smattering ol Minoan 
‘Snake Goddess’ figurines were unearthed in the archaic age (it is not impossible 
that some should even have survived in shrines), and so it also remains possible that 
they should have had an impact on the developing iconography of the Classical 
figure types. 

Seemingly used in connection with the Snake Goddess cult, whatever it was, 
were the so-called ‘snake tubes’. I’hese ceramic cylinders decorated with relief 
snakes have been identified as cup-stands. When in use, the relief snake would 
have appeared to have been approaching the cup above for a drink. Minoan, 
Mycenean, and indeed Geometric Greece alike have also produced examples of 
ewers decorated with relief snakes that rear up to the mouth of the vessel, and 
which seem to have been used for offerings to the dead. In a fragment of a large 
Mycenean terracotta statuette (late Helladic IIIB, c.l20() bc), possibly a cult image, 
from the Laconian sanctuary of Amyclaean Apollo, a left hand, around which a 
snake winds, grasps the stem of a kylix. These objects seemingly build a bridge of 
some sort—perhaps again, admittedly, only at iconographic level—between the 
Minoan snake goddesses and the ‘tippling serpents’ of the Greek hero reliefs of the 
late sixth century onwards.''^ 

As for Mycenean civilization in its own right, the most striking finds of interest 
come from Mycenae itself, where Taylour unearthed some delightful terracotta 
models of flat-coiling snakes, of up to about a foot in diameter. He found six 
examples (two complete) in the store-room of the Gitadel House, and fragments 
including seven heads in a cache in the same building’s temple-room (Lig. 0.1). As 
he notes, the latter seven heads are modelled in strikingly different ways: one flicks 


“ Nilsson 1967: 288-90, 347-9, 433-7, Picard 1948: 241-2, Lcveqiie 1973 and 1975: 37-8, 44-5, 
Mitropoiilou 1977: 29 and 94, Bodson 1978: 71,82-3, Gourinelc'n 2004: 343 (with furthc'r scholarship). 
On a possible Gorgon aflinily, sec Lapatin 2002: 77-8. 

Gill’s 1963 study of the ‘Minoan Dragon’ has little oi interest to oiler us; 1 note only that the 
horse-like creature illustrated at pi. i.b may have a snake-head tail. 

“ See Coldstream 1968: 60, 1977: 117-18, Salapata 2006: 547-9, with a Mycenean ewer illustrated at 
lig. 9. 'I'he statuette fragment: 4'od and Wace 1906: 244 no, 794. 
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Fig. 0.1 I’erracotta snake from the storeroom of the citadel house, Mycenae. Redrawn after 
'fayloLir 1969 pi. ix by Eriko Ogden. 


out a tongue, another has a vulturine aspect, another a crocodilian one. The 
combination of temple and storeroom locations prompts us to wonder whether 
we have here the idols of a divine serpent with a brief, inter alia, to protect the 
household stores, a forerunner of Zeus Ktesios, though it would seem impossible 
to establish continuity between the two (Ch. 8).^^ Otherwise, we need only note, 
first, that the Theban earth goddess Ma Ga once believed to have presided over a 
menagerie of sacred animals consisting of birds, dogs, mules, geese, and indeed 
snakes, to which offerings of barley were made, has proved to be chimerical; 
and, secondly, that rumours of ‘dragons’ in Mycenean art have been greatly 
exaggerated.^^ 


GRAECO-ROMAN DRAKON-SLAYING NARRATIVES 
AND THE CULTURES OF THE NEAR EAST 

It is not the concern of this book to tarry, as others have, in the hinterlands 
of Graeco-Roman drakon-shying myth, but a few words may be said of them 
here. It is possible to contextualize Graeco-Roman drakon-shying myth in three 


'faylour 1969: 93 and plate ix, 1970: 272-3 and plate xxxix, d-e; cf Sasel Kos 1991: 190. 
rhe key tablet is the e.l200 »c I’H Gp 184, at Aravantinos etal. 2001-6: i. 76 {e-pe-to-i ~ 
€f)7r€Toic). I'or the sacred snakes supposedly revealed, see Godart and Sacconi 1996: 108-10 (cf 
Bonnechere 2003: 184, 303). For the claim debunked, see Neumann 2006 esp. 128-9 (no Ma Ga, no 
sacred animals, not even any snakes). 

Poursat’s 1976 title ‘dragons et crocodiles’ cruelly deceives: the fantastical, griffin-like, four-legged 
creatures in question exhibit no connection whatsoever with drakontes or snakes, though they may 
exhibit some affinity with crocodiles. 
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broad ways. First, one can attempt to trace horizontal influences upon it from 
dragon-shiying myths of adjacent Near-Eastern cultures. Prominent advocates 
of this activity include Fontenrose, Walcot, Penglase, West, and Lane Fox.^^ 
Secondly, one can attempt to trace vertical influences upon it from its inheritance 
of Indo-European myth, as reconstructed from the dragon-slaying myths of other 
Indo-European speakers. Advocates of this approach include Siecke, Ivanov and 
Toporov, Watkins, and (again) West.^^^ Thirdly, one can attempt to situate it within 
the cloud of international folktale. Advocates of this approach include Hansen and 
indeed the present author.“^ The cultures of concern to the Near-Eastern project 
are primarily those of Sumeria, Egypt, Babylon, Ugarit, the Hurrians, the Hittites, 
and the Jews. 

The late-third-millennium bc Sumerian epic Lugal-e describes the attempt of 
Azag, a hardwood tree, child of heaven and earth, manifest as a venomous, hissing 
serpent, to seize the throne of the storm god Ninurta, who deploys winds and 
floods as weapons. In the course of their battle both of them set fire to the 
landscape. The correspondences with the Theogonys description of Zeus’ battle 
against Typhon are ostensible.^' 

The Hieratic-Egyptian Bremner-Rhind papyrus in the British Museum dates to 
C.310 BC but preserves, in indirect fashion, the tale of Ra’s nightly victory over the 
serpent Apophis, thought to have been composed c.2000 bc. Ra is the sun-god, 
Apophis the embodiment of darkness and night. Apophis is 30 cubits long and his 
head is three cubits broad. He lives in a cave in the mountains of the West and as 
Ra’s sun-barque approaches them on its daily course Apophis attacks it. The battle 
rages all night, with the god deploying spear, arrows, sword, flame and magical 
spells against the serpent, and eventually prevailing over him in the East. Ra cuts 
Apophis up and binds the parts beneath the earth, whereupon his barque rises 
again from that quarter.“^ 

The fourth tablet of the Middle-Babylonian (early second-millenium bc) 
Akkadian Enuma elis or Epic of Creation narrates the battle between Marduk 
and Tiamat, the female, serpentine, multi-headed embodiment of the sea and of 
chaos. As the battle is joined Marduk grasps in his hand a herb to counter 
Tiamat’s venom. He encircles her with his net, drives an evil wind into her 
mouth which inflates her, and then shoots an arrow into her distended belly, 
popping her and splitting her down the middle. After destroying her and her 
monstrous associates, which include yet more anguiforms, he constructs heaven 
and earth from her body. Marduk’s battle against Tiamat is illustrated on some 


Fontenrose 1959, Walcot 1966, Athenassakes 1988, Penglase 1994, M. L. West 1997, Lane Fox 

2008. 

Siecke 1907, Ivanov and Toporov 1970, 1974, Watkins 1987, M. L. West 2007. 

"" Mansen 2002, Ogden 2008^. 

Lugal-e, esp. 168-297, with 176 for the hiss and 230 for the venom. For the text and French trans., 
see van Dijk 1983; for English trans. and discussion see Jacobsen 1987: 233-72. See also F’ontenrose 
1959: 147, 152, Penglase 1994: 193-5, M. L. West 1997: 301. 

P. Bremner-Rhind (reproduced in photographs at Budge 1910 pis. i-xix) xxvi-xxviii, with trans. 
at ANB'C 6-7 (J. A. Wilson); divscussion at Nagel 1929, Fontenrose 1959: 186-7, Wakeman 1973: 
15-16, Brunner-Traut 1985. For the notion that the myth of the Delphic drakim conforms to a similar 
pattern, in which a god associated with the sun overcomes a supposedly chthonic serpent, see 
Fontenrose 1959: 90-1, 121-45, 217-30, Kahil 1994: 610. 
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fine tenth- to seventh-century bc Neo-Babylonian cylinder-seals from Nimrud on 
which the god, brandishing a thunderbolt in each hand, leaps over the back of a 
long, rampant serpent.“^ 

The story of Baal-Sapon’s light against Yam is preserved in a series of four¬ 
teenth-century cuneiform tablets unearthed at Ugarit (Ras Shamra) in 1929 and 
written in the local Canaanite language, accordingly known as Ugaritic, by a 
named scribe, Ilimilku. According to two principal tablets, El grants rule to 
Yam(m)(u), the principle of the sea, but Baal-Sapon (also known as Hadad), the 
storm-god, whom Yam seeks to make his slave, challenges him. Baal-Sapon 
defeats Yam with two throwing-clubs (i.e., it seems, thunderbolts) named ‘Expel- 
ler’ and ‘Chaser’, and made for him by the smith-god Kothar, which fly from his 
hands like eagles. He throws the first without effect, but the second strikes Yam on 
the head and brings him down, though he is left alive. References to this tale in 
further tablets associate the defeat of Yam with the slaying of a seven-headed 
serpent Ltn^ a name which may be read as Litan or Lotan, and which evidently 
corresponds to the biblical Leviathan. The fragmentary nature of the tablets leaves 
it unclear whether Yam and Litan are one and the same, or are associates. Baal- 
Sapon then rules from a palace of silver, gold, and lapis lazuli built atop Mt. 
Sapuna above Ugarit (the Greek Mt. Kasios, the modern Jebel Aqra), also by 
Kothar. Baal-Sapon initially refuses to have windows built in the palace because of 
his continuing fear of Yam, but eventually concedes to have a single one, and 
through this he sends forth thunder.^ ^ 

Cuneiform tablets of c.l25() bc preserve the Hittite priest Kella’s aetiology of 
the purulli festival in two versions. The aetiology is the tale of the storm-god 
Tarhunna’s (Tarhunta’s) fight against the serpent Illuyanka(s) in Kiskilussa. 
Illuyanka’s name in fact simply means ‘Serpent’, indeed it may be a description 
as opposed to a proper name. In both versions Illuyanka initially defeats Tar- 
hunna. In the first version Tarhunna then prevails upon the goddess Inara to 
come to his aid. Inara seduces Illuyanka with her fine clothes and so draws him 
and his children forth from his lair. She then feeds them a banquet and inebriates 
them so that they are unwilling to return to their hole, perhaps because they are 
too fat to fit into it now. Inara has suborned the help of the mortal Hupasiya in 
return for sex, and he is now able to tie up Illuyanka with a rope, so that Tarhunna 
can kill him. In the second version Illuyanka steals Tarhunna’s heart and eyes after 


1’he key passage is Enunia eli^ tablet iv; for the text see Lambert and Parker 1966, with trails, at 
Dailey 2000: 228-77, superseding 60-72 (E. A. Speiser). Discussion at Eontenrose 1959: 148-64 

(esp. 153 for 'I’iamat’s likely serpent form), Walcot 1966: 27-54, M. L. West 1966: 244; 1997: 67-8, 147- 
8, 302, 379, 468, Littleton 1970: 109-15, Day 1977: 2, Wakeman 1973: 16-22, Batto 1992: 75-8, 
Penglase 1994: 103-6. Note also, more generally, van Buren 1946. For the cylinder-seals see the end 
of this section and Ch. 3. 'I'he newly discovered early Old Babylonian text, the Song of Bazi, refers 
obscurely to a sea-monster: for texts, transcriptions, translation, and commentary see George 2009: 
1-15 (esp. pp. 8-9) with pis. 1-4. 

Baal and Yam: KTU 1. 1-2 (= CTA 1-2). Baal, Yam, and Ltn: KTU 1. 3 (= C7’A 3) iii. 35-52 and 
1. 5 (= CTA 5) i. 2-3. M. S. Smith 1994 offers a detailed edition; for English trans. see Coogan 1978, 
Gibson 1978, superseding ANET^ 129-42 (LI. L. Ginsberg); soundest is the lYench trans. of Caquot, 
Sznycer, and Merdner 1974. For discussions of the episode, see Gaster 1950: 114-244, F’ontenrose 1959: 
129-38, Wakeman 1973: 37-42, Otzen, Gottlieb, and jeppesen 1980: 16-21, Bordreuil 1991, Batto 
1992: 174-8, M. S. Smith 1994, M. L. West 1997: 84-8, Lane Fox 2008: 257-8. 
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defeating him. But Tarhunna then produces a son who marries Illuyanka’s 
daughter, and he is able to retrieve his father’s body-parts from his wife. Fully 
restored, Tarhunna then re-engages Illuyanka in battle and kills him, but also his 
own son too.^'^ The battle is illustrated in a neo-Hittite relief of 1050-850 bc from 
Malatya, now in Ankara’s Museum of Anatolian Civilizations.^^’ In another 
fragmentary but evidently quite similar Hittite dragon-slaying myth inscribed at 
a similar point to the Illuyanka myth, this one derived from the Hurrians, the 
storm-god Teshub (Tessub) asks his sister Sauska (equivalent to Inara) to seduce 
the voracious sea-serpent Hedammu, sired by the underworld god Kumarbi with 
Sertapsuruhi, daughter of the sea-god. She bathes, perfumes, and adorns herself 
(‘And (qualities which arouse) love ran after her like puppies,’ Hoffner trans.) 
before going to Hedammu in his sea and beguiling him with, in turn, music, her 
naked body, a love-potion, and some beer. She allows Hedammu to make love to 
her before leading him out onto dry land. The finale is missing, but no doubt 
Hedammu was ambushed by Teshub once he had left the protection of the sea.“^ 
The Zoroastrian sacred texts of the Iranian Avesta (c. 1000-400 bc) feature two 
battles against the dragon Azi Dahaka, the first part of whose name is cognate with 
the Greek word ophis. Azi Dahaka is a creation of Angra Mainya, the world’s Evil 
Principle. The first battle is against Atar, the Principle of Fire, created by Spenta 
Mainyu, the world’s Good Principle. The two spirits are in competition for kingly 
splendour {chvarenaK the subsequent farr), and they fight for it using their proxy 
champions. Azi Dahaka first threatens to extinguish Atar, but Atar then threatens 
to send a stream of fire up through Azi Dahaka’s anus and out of his three mouths. 
Intimidated, Azi Dahaka withdraws. The Avesta contains several similar refer¬ 
ences to Azi Dahaka’s second battle, that in which he is overcome by the hero 
Thraetaona, although the actual fight itself is never narrated. These references 
repeatedly tell us that Azi Dahaka has three mouths, three heads, six eyes, and a 
thousand skills. Azi Dahaka offers sacrifices either to Ardvi Sura Anahita or to the 
Waters and to Vayu (‘Storm-Wind’), the Divider of the Waters, in hopes of 
emptying the earth of men, but the deities prefer Thraetaona’s sacrifices, as he 
prays rather to rid the world of Azi Dahaka and to liberate his two beautiful wives 
from him.“^ Middle Persian tradition offers further details on the defeat of Azi 
Dahaka, now known as Dahag or Zohak (etc.), by Thraetaona, now known as 
Fredun (etc.), though it is unclear how many of these are ancient. Amongst these 


For the text see CTH 321 and Beckman 1982: 12-18; for trans. see Beckman 1982: 18-20 and 
Hoffner 1998: 11-14, superseding ANET^ 125-6 (A. Gdtze). See the discussions cited in Ch. 2, in 
connection with 1 yphon. 

Illustrated at Fontenrose 1959: 123 fig. 16. 

CTH 348. For text-transcription and German trans. see Siegelova 1971: 38-71; for English trans. 
see Hoffner 1998: 51-5. Discussion at Wakeman 1973: 29-30, Penglase 1994: 189-90, M. L. West 1997: 
104, 278-80, Haas 2006: 153-6, Lane Fox 2008: 301-4. 

For the Avesta {Yasna, Yasts and Vicievdat/Vemiidad) see Geldner 1886-96; for translations see 
Darmesteter and Mills 1880-7 (obsolete). Atar against Azi Dahaka: Yasts 19. 46-50. Thraetaona 
against Azi Dahaka: esp. YaUs 5. 28-35, 9. 13-15, 14. 40, 15. 18-25 (where the prayers are to Vayu). 
Yasna 9. 7-8, Videvdat/Vendidad 1. 17 (the latter two texts with confirmation that 'Huaetaona did 
indeed prevail in the battle). Discussion of Azi Dahaka at Fontenrose 1959: 209, Littleton 1970: 102-6, 
Boyce 1975: 97-100, Puhvel 1987: 110-11, Watkins 1995: 313-20, 464-8, M. L. West 2007: 259-60, 
266-7. 
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details Thraetaona fights Azi Dahaka at the youthful age of 9, and when he strikes 
him, he releases a horde of harmful creatures from his body. He eventually binds 
him alive beneath Mt. Demavend.^'^ 

In the Hebrew Old Testament we meet the monstrous, cosmic sea-serpent 
Leviathan, the embodiment of chaos, who is believed to have been derived from 
the Canaanite Litan/Lotan.^” Psalms (the tradition of which seems to have 
developed between c.lOOO bc and c.500 bc) praises God for having cleft Leviathan 
the sea-monster in two, crushing his multiple heads and feeding him to sharks (or 
desert-dwellers). But Psalms also notes that he was in origin created by God (as 
are all things) to play in the sea. Isaiah (in the part of the book composed in the 
late eighth century bc) foretells God’s destruction of Leviathan with his sword, 
describing Leviathan as a gliding and coiling serpent and a monster of the sea.'^^ 
The same books tell also of God’s defeat of Rahab, so as to dry up the waters of the 
great abyss. Psalms reminds God that he ‘crush [ed] the monster Rahab with a 
mortal blow’. Isaiah (in the part of the book composed in the sixth century bc) 
reminds God that he ‘hacked Rahab in pieces and ran the dragon through’ and 
that he ‘dried up the sea, the waters of the great abyss and made the ocean depths a 
path for the ransomed’. Job tells us of God that, ‘With his strong arm he cleft the 
sea-monster, and struck down Rahab by his skill. At his breath the skies are clear, 
and his hand breaks the twisting/primeval sea-serpent.’ Rahab is almost certainly 
a soubriquet for Leviathan. 

Much of the large scholarly literature that aspires to document the transfer of 
Near-Eastern myths to the Greeks is compromised by an unspoken assumption 
that prior to such a transfer the Greeks’ own myth-world was a tabula rasa. The 
assumption needs only to be made explicit for its absurdity to be apparent. We 
must not confuse our lack of evidence about the Greeks’ original myth-word with 
its existential status. One thing we can be sure of is that it will have had its own 
dragon-slaying myths, for they are universal. Any attempt, therefore, to demon¬ 
strate that a particular Greek dra/con-slaying myth was influenced in a substantial 
and significant fashion by a Near-Eastern one accordingly has much to do. 

In fact the only Graeco-Roman dra/coM-slaying myth that can seriously be 
argued to exliibit the influence of Near-Eastern antecedents is that of Typhon. 
As we will see, a plausible case can be made that this was shaped by the Canaanite- 
Ugaritic myth of Baal-Sapon against Yam and Litan and the Hittite myths of 
Tarhunna against Illuyanka and Teshub against Hedammu, the latter Hurrian- 
derived. This is because of the level of detailed correspondences that can be cited 
between the Near-Eastern and Greek narratives and because of the likelihood that 
the toponyms of the zone in which the Near-Eastern versions were developed. 


Dcnkcird 7. 1. 26, Bunciahish 29. 8-9. 

Discussion at Fontenrose 1959: 134, 209-10, Wakeman 1973: 62-8, Day 1977, Gordon 1980, 
Kloos 1986, Forsyth 1987, Batto 1992: 79-84. 

Psalms 74: 13-14 (cleaving of Leviathan), 104: 26 (creation of Leviathan), Isaiah 27: 1; cf. Job 3: 8. 
See Kittel, Klliger, and Rudolph 1997 for the text of this and other Old Testament passages, with NEB 
for translations. 

Psalms 89: 9-14, Isaiah 51:9-10, Job 26: 5-14; cf also 9: 5-14. See Wakeman 1973: 56-62, Day 
1977 passim. Note also the passing reference to the sea-serpent and monster of the deep at Job 7: 12, 
though neither the name Leviathan nor the name Rahab is used. The fire-breathing monster elaborately 
but nonetheless obscurely described at Job 41: 1-34 may also be relevant here. 
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around the Jebel Aqra and across the gulf of Issus in Cilicia, are refracted in the 
Greek traditions (Ch. 2). 

However, attention may be drawn to two cases in which Greek drakon-shying 
traditions do seem to have been influenced in part by means of radical reinterpret¬ 
ations of Near-Eastern iconography. We may invoke the model of the cult British 
stop-motion children’s television series. The Magic Roundabout. Eric Thompson 
created this by watching the episodes of the Erench original, Le Manege enchante, 
with the sound down, and spinning his own, whimsical narrations around the 
characters’ ostensible actions, narrations that inevitably had little or no point of 
contact with the original stories. This model seems to describe well the relation¬ 
ship between images of Marduk attacking Tiamat on the Neo-Babylonian cylin¬ 
der-seals from Nimrud and the earliest extant image of Perseus, Andromeda, and 
the ketos of Ethiopia. The constellation in the background of the original has 
become a pile of stones that Perseus launches at his monster (Ch. 3). It also seems 
to describe well the relationship between Mesopotamian images of Gilgamesh and 
Enkidu slaying the wild man Humbaba and early (though not the earliest) images 
of Perseus decapitating Medusa. The change in the monster’s identity and indeed 
sex aside, Gilgamesh’s turning away to take a weapon has been reinterpreted as an 
attempt to avoid looking at the monster. Meanwhile, it is possible that the notion 
that the decapitated Medusa gave birth to Pegasus derived from reinterpretations 
of images of the Mesopotamian demoness Lamashtu in her mistress-of-animals 
pose (Ch. 2). Less securely, it has been claimed that the anguipede type entered 
Greek mythology in the mid seventh century bc following the importation of 
deracinated images of the Mesopotamian healing god Ningizzida.'^'^ 


GRAECO-ROMAN DRAKON-SLAYING NARRATIVES 
AND THE INDO-EUROPEAN INHERITANCE 

Attempts to investigate the Near-Eastern and Indo-European backgrounds of 
drakdn-s\^y\ng narratives can look superficially similar with their broad-ranging 
collections of motif-sets, but their underlying projects and processes are some¬ 
what different. Whereas the Near-Eastern project attempts to demonstrate hori¬ 
zontal influence upon Graeco-Roman drakdn-s\d.ymg narratives from the cultures 
adjacent to the Greeks, the Indo-European project attempts to demonstrate a 
vertical influence upon them from Greek culture’s Indo-European inheritance, as 
reconstructed from Greek’s sister languages and their related cultures. The cul¬ 
tures primarily in the frame here are those of the Hittites, India, Iran, Ireland, and 
Norse-Germanic culture. The Hittites and the Iranians, as Indo-European peoples 


Nigizzida: Vian 1952fl: 12-13, 25-6, Ahlberg-Cornell 1984: 14, 17 and Gourmelcn 2004; 46-7. 
'I'here is no need to pursue claims of relationships between composite drakoutes and Near-Hastern 
composite animal forms. Roes 1934, 1953 finds the origin of the Cbimaera in composite-animal image- 
types from Louristan and Acbaemenid Persia, Burkert \9S3b: 52-3 in the image-types of llittite 
composite animals (‘two at least of three elements agree’); contra, Jacquemin 1986: 256. Kokkorou- 
Alewras 1990^; 41 suggests that early scenes of Heracles and the Hydra are inlluenced by ‘earlier 
representations of analogous subjects in the East’. 
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living adjacently to or in some sort of contact with the Greeks, are exploited 
by both projects. Let us look briefly at some other narratives from the Indo- 
European set. 

The Sanskrit Rigveda, perhaps composed between 1500 and 1000 bc, narrates 
the storm-god Indra’s defeat of Vritra. Vritra is the firstborn of the serpents, and 
he encompasses and dams up the world’s waters (his name signifies ‘blockage’, as 
the poem explicitly acknowledges). Indra smites him into pieces with a thunder¬ 
bolt fashioned for him by Tvastar, so that his body comes to resemble a series of 
logged branches lying on the earth. By killing the serpent Indra releases the waters 
he controls, and they then rise to conceal his body beneath. 

The originally seventh- or eighth-century ad saga of Fergus mac Leti’s killing of 
a terrible sea monster in Loch Rudraige (Dundrum Bay) is preserved in an 
eleventh-century Old Irish legal text. A leprechaun has given Fergus, the king of 
Ulster, the power to breathe underwater. Whilst swimming in the depths of the 
loch he encounters a monster, a muirdris, which inflates and deflates itself like a 
bellows. His terror at the sight leaves his face permanently disfigured, with his 
mouth twisted back to his occiput. Such disfigurement should debar him from the 
throne, but the wise men of Ulster want no other king, so they resolve to keep him 
and to prevent Fergus from discovering the blemish himself To this end they 
arrange that he should never see a mirror and to keep the uncouth and the tactless 
from his presence. But seven years later Fergus beats his bondswoman, Dorn, for 
washing him too slowly, whereupon she taunts him with the truth. Fergus cuts her 
in two before returning to the loch. After a two-day fight he emerges with the 
monster’s head, but then drops down dead. The loch remains red for a month. 

Norse and Germanic literature preserves a rich portfolio of dragon-fight 
narratives mostly from the thirteenth century onwards.^^ The earliest attestation 
of what would become Sigurd-Siegfried’s famous slaying of the dragon Fafnir 
comes in a few lines of the Anglo-Saxon Beowulf, currently believed to have been 
composed at some point between the eighth and tenth centuries ad, though here 
the slayer of the unnamed dragon is the man who will become Sigurd-Siegfried’s 
father, Sigemund (Sigmund, Siegmund):^^ ‘Great fame sprang up for Sigemund 
after the day of his death. For the doughty warrior had laid low the worm (wyrm), 
the guardian of the hoard ... it fell to him that his sword transfixed the portentous 


The key passage of description is Rigvecia 1. 32; cf, also 1. 52, 1. 80, 2. 11-12, 3. 32, 4. 18, 5. 32, 6. 
17, 8. 96, 10. 113. For the text see Van Nooten and Holland 1994; for English trans., Arya and Joshi 
2001, Brereton and Jamison forthcoming. Discussion at Fontenrose 1959: 194-209 (documenting 
many further Sanskrit sources), Wakeman 1973: 9-12, Watkins 1995: 298-300, 304-12, Cozad 2004: 
13-22 (unpersuasively historicizing the myth to find in it a record of the Brahmins’ assertion of their 
own religion over a previously established variety of serpent-worship), M. L. West 2007: 82, 255-7 
(noting that the lightning confusingly associated with Vritra at Rigvcda 1. 32 §13 is a mistaken 
transference from Indra’s own armoury). 

Echlra Fcrgusa mac Lcti 6-8; text, trans., and discussion at Binchy 1952. 

There are some three dozen dragon episodes in Old Icelandic literature alone: Boberg 1966: 38-9, 
with J. 1). Evans 1985: 86. Some of the principal texts are conveniently catalogued at Rauer 2000: 194-8. 

For the text see Klaeber 1950, Wrenn and Bolton 1988, and 'I’ripp 1991; for an admirably literal 
trans. see Porter 1991. For the date of Beowulf, see Bjork and Obermeier at Bjork and Niles 1996: 18-28 
(8th-10th century Ao), Rauer 2000: 18 (broadly likewise). North 2006 (the winter of 826-7, at Breedon 
on the Hill, by Abbot Eanmund [!]). For more general discussion see Tolkien 1936, Orchard 1995, 
Bjork and Niles 1996, North 2006. 
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worm, so that the noble iron stood in the wall. The dragon [draco) died in 
the killing. By valour the dread warrior enabled himself to acquire the treasure- 
hoard, as he wished. Wael’s son loaded up his sea-going boat and carried the 
adornments in the bosom of his ship. The hot worm melted.The Beowulf poet 
self-consciously casts his own hero in the mould of Sigurd/Sigemund, sending him 
in his turn, now with his companion Wiglaf, similarly to defeat a flying, fire¬ 
breathing dragon that guards its treasure in a Roman-built barrow on a headland, 
from which a stream flows, heated to boiling by its fire. Beowulf himself does not 
survive the battle, in the course of which the dragon surrounds him with a ring of 
fire. The Beowulf dragon is often now referred to as a ‘firedrake’, this term 
conveniently translating the Anglo-Saxon fyrdraca and llgdracaf'^ 

Beowulf aside, the earliest literary accounts of the Sigurd-Siegfried episode 
derive from Old Norse and German literature of the thirteenth century ad. Fafnir 
is now named, and his killer has indeed become Sigurd-Siegfried. The c. 1200-70 
AD Icelandic Volsungasaga tells how the Aesir-gods, Odin, hold, and Hoenir, 
catch, kill, and flay Otr, the man-otter, only to be captured in turn and bound 
by his father Hreidmar and his brothers Regin and Fafnir when they lodge with 
them and unwisely show off their catch. The family demands an ‘otter’s ransom’ 
of the gods, namely that they should fill Otr’s flayed skin with gold, and cover it 
over with gold too. Loki accordingly raids the treasure of the dwarf-pike Andvari, 
even taking from him the one gold ring, Andvaranautr, that he tries to conceal and 
keep. As he takes it, Andvari utters a curse that will bring death to whoever owns 
the ring in the future. Although Odin aspires to keep the ring for himself, he must 
give it up to cover the final whisker of the stuffed otter. In due course the stronger 
and greedy Fafnir kills his father and deprives Regin of his share of the gold, taking 
it off into the wilderness of Gnita-Heath and becoming transformed into a great 
serpent and lying upon the gold, forever guarding it. Regin urges his foster-son 
Sigurd to kill Fafnir, encouraging him to the task by telling him that he is no bigger 
than a water-snake and by using his skills as a smith to reforge Sigurd’s broken 
sword Gram for him; the sword is so strong and sharp that Sigurd can slice 
through an anvil with it. He advises him to dig a pit in the track by which the 
dragon comes down from his cave to the nearby river to drink, sit in it, and thrust 
the sword upwards into his heart as he crawls overhead. Although Regin runs off 
in fear prior to the encounter, Sigurd does as he has suggested, and as the dragon 
comes to drink, snorting out venom before him, thrusts the sword upwards into 
his ‘shoulder’. The dying Fafnir makes a number of prophecies for Sigurd and tries 
to discourage him from taking his hoard of gold, telling him that it brings death to 
all that possess it. Regin now returns to Sigurd’s side, drinks Fafnir’s blood, which 
he knows will bestow on him the gift of prophecy, and asks him to roast Fafnir’s 
heart for him. As he does so Sigurd tests the juices by dipping his finger in them 


Beowulf SM-97 (§13; Ogden trans.). For the text see Klaeber 1950, witli Porter 1991 for a 
translation of tlie whole. Cf. Raiier 2000: 47-9 for the Beowulf poet’s handling of this material. 
Wael’s son; cf. ‘Volsung’. 

Beowulf lines 2200-3182 (§§31-43), with fyrdracn at line 2689 and ligiiraca at lines 2333, 3040. 
See Rauer 2000 for a masterly analysis of the Beowulf dragon story (with a helpful summary of the often 
puzzling narrative at 24-5), its relationship to medieval hagiography and much else besides. For 
treasure-guarding dragons in later British tradition, see Simpson 1980: 29-31. 
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and so also acquires the gift of prophecy, specifically the ability to understand the 
prophetic language of birds. At once he learns from the song of the nuthatches 
that Regin is planning to betray him, and so he draws Gram and cuts off Regin’s 
head with it. He then rides to Fahiir’s lair, where he finds its massive iron doors 
left open, to take his store of gold."^^^ Broadly comparable accounts (albeit with 
dwarves and giants exchanging places) are offered by Snorri Sturluson’s Prose 
Edda, compiled c. au 1220 and the c. ad 1270 Poetic Edda. These texts imply, 
more strongly than does Volsungasaga, that Fafnir’s transformation into a serpent 
is aided by his wearing of Hreidmar’s Helm of Dread.'^' We can be sure that the 
tale had found the form it has in Volsungasaga and the Eddas by the period of the 
late tenth and early eleventh centuries, for it is handsomely attested in this form 
on a series of four engraved Manx crosses from the Isle of Man, a strategic Viking 
base in those centuries. The crosses’ scenes include Loki’s killing of Otr, Sigurd (as 
opposed, already, to Sigemund, one assumes) transfixing Fafnir with a sword 
(Gram?) from a pit below, and Sigurd again roasting the dragon’s heart and 
sucking his burnt finger, whilst a bird and Sigurd’s horse (Grani?) stand by.‘^“ 
The German and German-originating versions of the tale differ slightly. 
Thidrekssaga (c. 1230-50 ad), an Old Norse saga based on lost German material, 
makes the two key brothers Regin and Mimir, with Regin rather becoming the 
dragon as a result of his devotion to sorcery (whether by his own design is not 
clear), and Mimir taking on the role of the smith. Mimir finds the child Sigurd 
being reared by a hind, and so makes him one of his apprentices, but Sigurd is too 
clumsy (he breaks anvils as he tries to forge metal) and bullies the other appren¬ 
tices, so Mimir resolves to unburden himself of him by sending him into the forest 
to make charcoal, where he will meet Regin, the ‘fire-dragon’ {linnormr)^ whom 
Mimir has asked to destroy him. But Sigurd beats Regin to death with a massive 
fiery beam from his charcoal-burning. He decapitates the dragon (Regin, whether 
humanoid or dragon, must ever be decapitated, it seems) and stews it up for a 
meal. Sucking his fingers after scalding them in the soup, Sigurd learns from the 
birds that Mimir is plotting to kill him and so returns to kill him first, but not 
before he has given himself an impenetrable horny sldn by smearing the dragon’s 
sweat (the mansuscript reading) or blood (the editors’ preference) all over himself, 
save for the one patch of his back he cannot reach. Mimir attempts but fails to buy 
his life from Sigurd by giving him the sword Gram and a special helmet, amongst 


Volsutigasaga §§13-20; for the text see Olsen 1906-8, G. Jonsson 1954/? (at i. 140-54), and 
I’horsson 1985; trans, in Byock 1990. Floss 1966 is the standard discussion of the legend. We will not 
dilate here upon the theories that the figures of Sigurd and Fafnir originated respectively in the 
historical Arininius and the legions of Varus: see e.g. Hofler 1978 and, more generally, Wiegels and 
Woesler 1995. 

■" Snorri Sturluson Prose licicla, Skdlciskaparmdl §§46-7 (‘Otter’s Ransom’ and ‘Fafnir, Regin and 
Sigurd’); for the text see F’. Jonsson 1931 (at 129-30) and Faulkes 1998; for trans. see Byock and Foole 
2005: 95-8, §7 (this translation obsei-ves the traditional sectioning for the Prose licidas Gylfaginning, 
but not for its Skdldskaparmdl). Poetic Edda, Reginsmal, and Eafnisinai, cf. also Gripisspa; for the text 
and trans. see Dronke 1969-2010; for the text cf. akso Neckel and Kuhn 1983: 165-6, 176-9, 180-8; for 
trans. cf. also Farrington 1996: 143-65. Note too the brief account of Sigurd and Fafnir in the story of 
Norna-Gest {Nornagests Thdttr^S) in the 14th-century ad Book ofE'latey {Flateyarboky, for the text see 
Nordal etal. 1944-5: i. 387-91. 

Kermode 1907 nos. 119-22; cf. Ellis 1942, Margeson 1980, Sorrell 1994: 70-1. 
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other The early sixteenth-century German Lied vorn hiirnen Seyfrid (Horn 

Siegfried Lay) broadly aligns closely with Thidrekssaga. But here, after killing the 
principal dragon, Siegfried finds an enclosed valley full of many more dragons, 
snakes, and reptiles. He throws trees down and burns them all with fire from the 
charcoal burner. From the fire there oozes a molten horn substance which he 
touches. As it dries it turns his thumb to horn, and so he coats his whole body with 
it, apart from the part of his back he cannot reach.‘^'‘ 

In the Prose Edda Snorri Sturluson further tells that the Midgard Serpent 
(Midgardsormr, i.e. ‘Mid-yard-worm’) Serpent was the son of hold. Odin cast it 
into the ocean that surrounds all the lands, where it grew to an enormous size and 
coiled around them, biting its tail. Utgarda-Loki (Udgardsloke, i.e. ‘Out-yard- 
Loki’) tricked Thor into attempting to lift a portion of the serpent, disguised as 
merely a cat, off the ground in a trial of strength. Thor was able to compel the 
supposed cat to raise no more than a single paw. In anger at being tricked, Thor 
went out onto the ocean to fish for the serpent with the giant Hymir, using the 
head of a massive ox as bait. The serpent was hooked and Thor strained so hard to 
pull it up that his feet crashed through the bottom of his boat and he braced 
himself against the sea-floor. The serpent spewed out venom at him but Thor 
threw his hammer and struck off the serpent’s head. At this point Snorri inter¬ 
venes in his own narrative to deny the truth of it: the Midgard Serpent, he protests, 
lives still in the surrounding sea. At Ragnarok (the ‘Twilight of the Gods’) it will 
writhe in fury and attack the land, spewing venom again into air and sea. Thor will 
again fight the serpent, and kill it again, but he will also die himself from the 
venom it spits upon him."*^ 

Other early Norse-Germanic dragon-slayings may be mentioned briefly. First, 
an Anglo-Sc\xon manuscript of the tenth or eleventh century uniquely preserves 
a ‘Nine Herbs Charm’ against diseases that incorporates a historiola, a cameo- 
narrative, of a primeval fight between Woden and a worm {wyrrn) that is the origin 
of the world’s diseases. The worm bites a person unnamed; Woden strikes it into 


Thidrekssaga §§163-7; for the text see Bertelsen 1905-11 and G. Jonsson 1954n; for trans., 
Haymes 1988. The c. ad 1200 Middle High (ierman Nibelutigetilied, which originated in Austria, 
refers to the dragon-episode only in passing, §§100, 899-904: we are told similarly that Siegfried has 
slain a dragon and bathed in its blood to make his skin so horny that no weapon can penetrate it. 
However, as he was bathing a leaf fell onto his back from a linden tree above, so that this spot alone 
remained vulnerable. Hagen tricks Siegfried’s wife Krimhild into revealing the spot to him, so that he 
can treacherously slay him (for text see Reichert 2005; for trans., Hatto 1965: 28, 121). 1 wo further 
13th-century ad German accounts of Siegfried deserve mention. In the Rosengarten zii Worms {Rose 
Garden of Worms) §§329-33 we learn that Siegfried has killed a dragon on a rock, that he has been 
reared in a forge, and that his skin is horny (for text see Holz 1893; 1 know of no F.nglish trans.). In 
Albrecht von Scharfenberg’s Seifrid de Ardemont §§18-32, in which Siegfried comes to the court of 
King Arthur, he also rescues a damsel from a dragon and there is a suggestion too of a reptile brood 
akin to that of the Horn Siegfried Lay (for text see Panzer 1902; 1 know of no English trans.; K. C. King 
1958: 72-5 offers a convenient summary). 

‘ Horn Siegfried huy §§1-11; for text and discussion see K. C. King 1958; for a modern French trans. 
see Lecouteux 1995; 1 am aware of no trans. into English. More recently William Morris offered his own 
take on the tale of Sigurd in Sigurd the Volsung (1876; reprinted as Morris 1911: xii). 

Snorri Sturluson Prose Edda, Gylfaginning 46, 47, 48, 51, 53 (text at F. Jonsson 1931: 61-3, 
72, 87, Faulkes 1998). The tale of the fishing expedition is told in shorter compass at Poetic Edda, 
Hymiskvitha 17-26 (text at Dronke 1969-2010: i. 22). Cf. Rauer 2000: 44-5, 160-1, 197-8. 
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nine parts with some twigs; and then, it seems, traps its venomous fangs in an 
apple/^^' Secondly, the historical but heavily mythologized Ragnarr Lodbrok 
(‘Hairy Breeches’) is pitted against a pair of serpents in Saxo Grammaticus’ 
early thirteenth-century Latin Gesta Danorum. Herodd, king of the Swedes, 
finds a pair of baby vipers whilst out hunting and brings them home (oddly) for 
his daughter Thora to rear. She feeds them daily with an ox carcass. But when they 
are grown they blight the countryside with their breath. The king proclaims that 
he will give Thora in marriage to whoever can dispose of them. Ragnarr steps 
fomard and devises a plan. He wraps himself up in heavy woollen clothing, and 
then bathes in freezing water to turn it to ice, so that it will serve to protect 
him against the serpents’ bites. The two serpents attack him and pour their 
venom over him, but Ragnarr is at last able to drive his spear through their hearts. 
I'he king laughs at Ragnarr’s bizarre clothing, giving him the nickname Haiiy 
Breeches, and bestows his daughter upon him.'^^ Thirdly, Thidrekssaga again 
tells the wonderful tale of I’hidrek’s and Fasold’s rescue of Sistram from a flying 
dragon. The two heroes catch sight of this huge creature, with thick legs, long 
and sharp claws, and a large and terrible head as they emerge from a forest. 
The dragon is flying low, scraping its talons over the ground, weighed down by 
the half-swallowed Sistram still projecting from its mouth, arms and all. Thidrek 
and Fasold leap up to strike at the dragon’s belly, but cannot penetrate its tough 
sldn. Sistram advises them to seize his own sword from the dragon’s mouth, 
which will be better able to penetrate it, but he also advises them to strike the 
dragon far down its belly, for fear they may otherwise harm his legs within its throat. 
Fasold takes the sword, and succeeds, with Thidrek, in bringing the dragon down, 
and Sistram is rescued.’^^ 

So, on the basis of these dragon-slaying myths in Indo-European cultures, can 
it be claimed that a similar myth flourished in the Proto-Indo-European culture 
(which was perhaps based on the Pontic steppe in the fourth millennium bc, 
and perhaps coincided with the Kurgan culture known from archaeology)? The 
demonstration of a word’s presence (in duly modified form) in a range of its 
daughter-languages is (normally) sufficient to prove that it existed in Proto-Indo- 
European itself and that this is where the daughter-languages derived it from. But 
given, once again, the universality of dragon-slaying myths, the demonstration 
that a range of daughter-languages have such myths is not in itself sufficient to 
prove that Proto-Indo-European had one (although their very universality would in 
itself lead to that presumption) or that the daughter-languages’ dragon-slaying 
myths are derived from it. To make the case one would need to find in the 
daughter-languages a specific set of shared sub-motifs or of shared and associated 
vocabulaiy. Watkins’s project to reconstruct a poetic formula describing the slaying 


Lhe text: Dobbie 1942: 119-21, 210. The interpretation of it: Watkins 1995: 424-8 (also 
reproducing the key portion). 

Saxo Grammaticus Gesta Danorum 9. 252-3,262; for text see Olrik and Raeder 1931 (at i. 152-3), 
with trails, at Davidson and Fisher 1998: i. Subsequent Norse sources listed at Rauer 2000: 195. 

Thidrekssaga §105 (at G. Jonsson 1954^: i. 156-9). Thidrek is Dietrich of Bern (i.e. Verona), a 
distant refraction of I’heodoric. Another battle with a flying dragon, victim in mouth, is to be found in 
Erex saga, of similar date, this interpolated into a translation of an Old French original: text at Blaisdell 
1965: 48-51; trails, at J. D. Evans 1985: 93-4. A battle with yet another flying dragon is the principal 
subject of the Horn Siegf ried Lay, §§160-79. 
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of a dragon in Proto-Indo-European, were it to succeed, would meet and indeed 
exceed both these requirements. Unfortuneitely, the reconstruction process for 
myth, narrative, or ‘poetics’ can seldom benefit from the scientific rigour available to 
pure linguistic reconstruction, and Watldns’s unravelling claims fail to convince. The 
poetic phrase he attempts to reconstruct takes the abstract form, ‘hero slay serpen t 
(with weapon/ companion),’ where the capitalized terms denote ideas rather than 
cognate words as such. The vagueness and plasticity of this phrase is self-evident 
from the first. But only in the case of the idea slay is it contended that there is a 
significant tendency for the daughter-languages to represent it with verb-forms 
derived from a particular root, the Proto-Indo-European and even here the 

rule is more honoured in the breach than the obseiwance. It is noteworthy that the idea 
SERPENT does not constitute any Idnd of lexical fixed point: a wide variety of words 
and names occupies its supposed position in the derived languages, by no means all 
of them even relating to serpents. We must wonder whether Watkins ultimately 
establishes anything more than a reaffirmation of the relative success of the "^g^^'hen-y 
‘slay’, root in the Indo-European language family. 

A second caution relates to the portfolio of Norse-Germanic dragon-slaying 
narratives. These are normally thought to preserve a tradition that reaches 
far back into the past, and to preseiwe material from a Proto-Indo-European 
inheritance that might therefore be gainfully compared with Greek traditions in 
an attempt to divine the shape of common ancestor-narratives, their very richness 
and expansiveness making them particularly valuable in this regard.However, 
it is a salutary fact that our earliest witness to a Norse-Germanic dragon- 
fight, Beowulf, with its passing reference to the Sigemund fight and its own, 
probably derivative, tale of the Firedrake, has been proved to be subject already 
to strong influence from the dragon-fight tradition in Latin hagiography.""^ 
The Norse-Germanic dragon may then be daughter rather than cousin to the 
Graeco-Roman dragon. 


GRAECO-ROMAN DRAKON-SLAYING NARRATIVES 
AND INTERNATIONAL FOLKTALE 

However, the ground tends to be cut away from under speculations about Indo- 
European genealogies and Near-Eastern intercultural exchanges by consideration of 


Watkins 1995: 297-468, with the supposed underlying formula laid out at 301-3, 325. Note 
p, 303; ‘If it is once admitted that an Indo-European verb '^g"'Jien- is the common ancestor of Greek 
7 r€(/)i^-, (j)ov-y Vedic han-., Avestan jan-, Hittite kuen-, and Germanic ban-, then the burden ot proof is on 
the skeptic who would deny that the semantics of that verb, and its formulaic deployment in traditional 
literature, cannot be likewise inherited.’ The closest we come to a productive phrase in the daughter 
languages that deploys a common PlE-derived term for serpent is in the correspondence between 
Sanskrit dhann dhini {Rigvecia 1. 32. 1 etc., of India against Vritra) and Avestan janat azim {Avesta, 
Yasua 9. 8 etc., of Thraetaona against Azi Dahaka); the most direct equivalent of these in Greek would 
be €TT€ff)V€V d(f>lVy which (NB) is not attested. M. L. West 2007: 78-9 surprisingly endorses Watkins’s lax 
attitude to lexical substitution. 

See in particular Watkins 1995: 414-38. 

Rauer 2000; cf. also Sorrell 1994. 
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the world of folktale. For it is likely that behind all the ancient—and medieval- 
dragon narratives we have mentioned so far there hummed the constant background 
noise of the already effectively universal dragon-related folktales documented in the 
standard collections.^^ 

In the past notions have been entertained that the same tale-type could arise 
independently in diverse places, ages, and cultures (‘polygenesis’) either as a 
product of some sort of hard-wiring in the human mind or of the constant 
conditions and eternal verities of human life. But nowadays, in the light of studies 
of the migratory patterns displayed by folktales during the last two centuries (the 
only age for which the data exists to permit such studies), most folklorists hold 
that the link between examples of the same tale-type found remotely in time, 
place, and culture consists, rather less excitingly, in their common participation in 
a vigorous and virally reproducing and expanding tradition, principally oral in 
nature, and in most cases of great (though admittedly untrackable) antiquity 
(‘monogenesis’). But given that dragon-related tale-types already flourished in 
antiquity (which is true also of many other tale-types from the standard folktale 
repertoire), then it may be assumed that the age in which these tales did the 
bulk of their spreading across humanity was considerably earlier than that of 
their earliest attestations, whenever and wherever these happen to be. The funda¬ 
mental connections, therefore, between ancient exempla of dragon tales do not 
consist in their participation in a vertical genealogy in course of development 
through known antiquity, or in their participation in horizontal storytelling 
exchanges observable in known antiquity, but in the fact that they are all alike 
manifest efflorences of tale-types that are resident in a largely stable folk tradition 
that is, by the age of known antiquity, to all intents and purposes already 
universal, all-pervasive, and chronologically and geographically flat. William 
Hansen, the modern doyen of the study of the folktale in ancient context, 
appositely observes: ‘Being a small sample of the whole, each record [sc. of any 
given folktale performance] must stand for hundreds of thousands of unrecorded 
tellings in the career of an oral tale. In any assemblage of narrations of the 
same tale type, whether recent or old or both, it is therefore safest to assume 
that the texts are independent realisations of the tradition, unless particular 
relationships can actually be demonstrated to be otherwise.The success of the 
folktale method is often remarkable given the precariousness of its intellectual 
foundations. 

Ihe roles played by dragons and serpents in the standard collections of 
international folktales do indeed shed great light on the ancient drakon cul- 
ture.'^'^ The most important tale-type associated with them is ATU 300, an 
elaborate version of the still familiar tale in which a king must give up his virgin 
daughter as a sacrifice to a dragon and so offers her hand in marriage to any hero 


l*or folktales in ancient context and the history of the study thereof, see Hansen 2002; 1-31 and 
G. Anderson 2000: 1-23, 2006 passim, esp, 1-89. 

Hansen 2002: 8. 

for dragons and serpents in folktale generally see A'l’U 300 and index s.vv. ‘Adder’, ‘Dragon’, 
‘Dragon’s blood’, ‘Dragon-slayer’, ‘Dragons’, ‘Serpent’, ‘Snake’, ‘Snake-leaves’, ‘Snakebite’, ‘Snakes’; 
S. d'hompson 1966 A531, Bll, and index s.vv. ‘Dragon’ (etc.), ‘Serpent’ (etc.), ‘Snake’ (etc.); Rdhrich 
1981. British readers will find much of interest in Simpson 1980 (cf. also 1978). 
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that can deliver her from it. The type carries a coda episode in which the hero 
cuts off the dragon’s head and then cuts out its tongue (or teeth or eyes) to keep; 
before he can claim his bride an impostor takes the dragon’s discarded head to 
the king to do so, but the girl is restored to her rightful groom when he produces 
the tongue in turn. Versions of this tale-type are attested the world over. But it is 
best represented by Gottfried von Strassburg’s Tristan of ad 1210. According to 
this, the country and people around Wexford are being burned up by a terrible 
fiery dragon. The king of Ireland promises his daughter Isolde to whoever can 
slay it. After a mighty fight in which the dragon eats half of his horse, Tristan 
tracks and kills the creature and cuts out its tongue, snapping the mouth back 
shut. He stumbles away from the scene but is temporarily overcome by exhaus¬ 
tion, the heat from the dragon, and the noxious fumes the tongue continues to 
exude. In the meantime the king’s cowardly steward discovers the dragon’s 
body, cuts off its head, and runs back claiming to have killed the dragon and 
demanding Isolde for his bride. Eventually there is a showdown at court in 
which the steward produces the head as evidence for his slaying but is confuted 
when Tristan produces the tongue. Tristan is awarded Isolde, and the steward is 
humiliated.^''’ In its entirety, as reconstructed, this tale type best resembles the 
myth of Perseus, Andromeda, and the sea-monster amongst ancient myths, the 
more so the more one is prepared to allow that there may have been a kalei- 
doscoping and redistribution of the tale’s motifs to other parts of the Perseus 
cycle, with the decapitation motif transferred to the also anguiform Medusa, the 
detachable-head-part-motif transferred to the Graeae’s eye, and with Phineus in 
the role of the wicked competing suitor (Ch. 3).*’^’ 

Some further strongly recurring folktale-types and motifs also resonate for the 
ancient drakon culture laid out in this book. Two are of particular importance. 
First, serpents and dragons are frequently associated with the magical healing and 
reanimation of individuals. The ancient tales of Asclepius and Polyidus, taught by 
a pair of snakes how to reanimate by the laying on of a magical herb (Gh. 9), 
conform astoundingly well to two relevant folktale-types here, whilst the early- 
hagiographical tale of St Thomas (Ch. 11) conforms fully with that in which a 
serpent is compelled to suck its own venom out of a recent victim.The drinking 


Gottfried von Strassburg Tristiuu books 13-14, esp. 13 lines 8963-9092. I’or the text see Krohn 
1980, with trails, at Hatto 1960. Gottfried’s German account is derivative of I'rench and ultimately 
Celtic forebears, and so excluded from the Norse-Germanic tales reviewed above. See lurther the 
international versions catalogued at A'fU 300; cf. Rdhrich 1981. 

For ATU 300 and its relation to the Perseus myth, see Hartland 1894-6: i. 20-1, iii. 32-3, 47-9, 
Bolte and PoHvka 1913-32: i. 547-56 (parallels for no. 60 Grimm, Die zwei Briiiier), Ranke 1934 
(detailed and technical), S. 4’hompson 1946: 22-32 (summarizing Ranke), Dawkins 1955: 123-8 
(a modern Greek folk-tale version of the St George story from Karpathos, with the decapitation and 
de-tonguing of a double-headed dragon), Milne 1956, Fontenrose 1959: 534-40 (on Sigurd traditions), 
L Schmidt 1957, Liungman 1961: 38-47, l letzner 1963: 12-21, Rohrich 1981, Alexiades 1982 (modern 
Greek tales), Fgli 1982 (anthropologically slanted, but to be used with caution), Scherl 1982: 61-4, 
Ashliman 1987: 51-3 (English language tales), Pastre 1996, and especially Hansen 2002: 119-30. I he 
clearest expression of the tale-type in extant ancient Greek literature is the tale ol Alcathous’ killing of 
the Cithaeronian lion at Dieuchidas of Megara, VGrli 485 FIO (4th cent, bc), and Pausanias 1.41. 
Alcathous’ enemies produce the lion’s head, but Alcathous produces the tongue to win the hand of 
King Megareus’ daughter. See further on this Ogden 2008rn 97-9. 

In general: A'FU 160, 207C, 318. For Polyidus, cf. A'FU 612, 6721). For St Thomas, cf A'FU 182. 
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or smearing-over of a serpent’s blood, or the consumption of its organs, notably 
its heart and liver, can also confer healing upon humans,"*^ or even what might be 
termed ‘super-healing’, the gift of supernatural powers. The tale-type of a man 
bathing in dragon’s blood to become invincible extends beyond the Sigurd 
tradition.'"’''^ Living serpents and their consumed parts alike can confer upon 
people the ability to understand the languages of animals, particularly that of 
birds, a la Sigurd again, and this corresponds in important ways with ancient 
traditions relating to Melampus and to Helenus and Cassandra (Ch. Sec¬ 
ondly, serpents and dragons are frequently associated with the bestowal of wealth 
upon individuals, often through the mechanism of their golden crown or of a 
magic ring or stone.^^ Compatibly with this, we also find dragons and snakes 
acting as guardians of objects or individuals, and this corresponds well with the 
characteristics of ancient guardian drakontes of springs and treasures (Ch. 4).^’^ 
More generally, the powers reviewed here map strikingly well onto the specialist 
functions of drakon and dra/con-related deities in the ancient world, healing and 
prophecy (Asclepius et al., Ch. 9) and wealth- and luck-bringing (Zeus Meilichios 
et al., Ch. 8), and in so doing offer a powerful explanation of the origin of these 
deity-types. Also of interest is a tale-type in which a sorcerer expels snakes by 
charming the king or queen of the snakes, but is Idlled by it in the process. This is 
of particular relevance for the Lucianic tale we shall investigate at the close of the 
book (Ch. 11)/’^ 


A SOCIOBIOLOGICAL HYPOTHESIS 

lo turn from dragon narratives to the creatures themselves, Jones has recently 
argued a sociobiological hypothesis that human beings possess an ‘instinct for 
dragons’, that is, that the concept of the dragon is hard-wired into the human 
brain, a suggestion that might offer pause for thought given the universality of 
dragon-slaying narratives. He notes that African vervet monkeys give distinctive 
alarm calls in response to the approach of three types of predator, namely raptors 
(predatory birds), serpents, and cats. He imagines that the arboreal ancestors of 
human beings once had to be similarly wary before these three classes of creature, 
and that an instinct developed to help them in this, at some point between 23 and 
5 million years ago. d’his instinct took the form of a ready-made image in the brain 
of a creature that, by way of convenient shorthand, constituted a composite of 
the three dangerous classes, in other words: a ‘brain-dragon’. This instinctive 
image persists in the mind of all humans, though it no longer gives rise to anxiety, 
and accounts for the replication of dragon imagery across all human cultures. 
There are further ramifications for dragon myth and lore. Dragons are particularly 


A'ru 305. ATU 650C. 

ATU 670 (a living snake confers the ability to understand animal languages, especially that of 
birds), 672 (the ability conferred by the cooking of a serpent’s crown), 673 (the ability conferred by the 
devouring of the flesh of the white serpent). 


ATV 156B^ 285A, 404, 411, 560, 672, 890A^ 
ATU 285, 404, 485, 551, 672C\ 672D. 


ATU 672B^ 
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associated with water sources because it is at water holes that our ancestors would 
have been most exposed to attack. And young women are particularly prone to 
require rescuing from their clutches because women of childbearing age were 
critical to group survival and had to be protected at all costs. Whatever one may 
think of the biological and evolutionary aspects of this hypothesis, the collation of 
the historical and cultural data upon which it rests leaves much to be desired. 
Jones’s ‘brain-dragon’ image as compounded from raptor, serpent, and cat 
appears to owe much to the contemporary Western stereotype of what one 
might term the ‘medieval’ dragon. His consequent hunt for images that salute 
this type across a range of historical human cultures lacks rigour. As for the 
Graeco-Roman material, let us note that the creatures the ancients knew as 
drakontes or dracones (no other creature from antiquity appears to be a candidate 
for an instantiation of Jones’s ‘brain-dragon’) fit his type poorly. The unique tight 
correspondence I can find for it in the ancient evidence is the pair of winged 
serpents with lion-feet that draw a chariot for one of the gods (now lost) in the 
Aphrodisias Gigantomachy of c. ad 150.^"^ The complex form of Typhon com¬ 
bines serpents, lion-heads, and wings, but only in conjunction with a great many 
other elements too (Ch. 2). The winged drakontes that occasionally draw Medea’s 
flying Chariot of the Sun have no feline element (Ch. 5). The Chimaera combines 
lion with serpent but has no avian element (Ch. 2). We should not forget that for 
ancient drakontes the form of choice for composition was none other than the 
human one.^^ 


LIMC CJigantes 486; cf. Ch. 2. 

D. E. Jones 2000 passim, esp. 60-2. Cases have been made that the serpent-haired and sometimes 
winged Gorgons sported lion-laces in origin (Ch. 2), and that kete, the marine cousins oi' drakontes, 
always wingless of course, similarly owed the shape of their heads in part to lions (Ch. 3). 
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Drakon Fights: Drakontes Pure 


We begin by surveying the principal mythical drakon-fight narratives of the 
Graeco-Roman world. Most of these are attested already in the archaic age of 
Greece. In the first chapter we consider fights against drakontes-puve (pure, that is 
apart from the common additions, especially in iconography, of beards or crests). 
In the second we consider fights against creatures in which a drakon element is 
compounded with others. A third chapter then looks at fights against the dra¬ 
kontes marine cousins, kete or ‘sea-serpents’. This tripartite division reflects a 
concern to establish the fundamental integrity of the concept of the drakon before 
looking at more complex cases: creatures, on the one hand, in which the drakon- 
element must jostle with other forms; and creatures, on the other, that share some 
principal characteristics with their landlubber cousins, most obviously a serpen¬ 
tine form and a propensity to devour innocent humans, but to which the term 
drakon is seldom applied. 

A further organizational principle here is that of thematic subsidiarity. The 
focused treatments of individual myths in these first three chapters concentrate on 
the particularities of each myth and the problems specific to them. Treatment of 
the most important common or recurring themes between the different drakon- 
fight narratives is deferred to the following trio of chapters on the great slain 
drakontes and their world, their human and divine drakon-masters and the 
symmetrical nature of their battles. 


THE HYDRA, SLAIN BY HERACLES 

The myth of the Lernaean Hydra (Fig. 1.1) may be summarized thus in its 
canonical form: the massive, multiheaded serpent was the subject of the second 
labour imposed upon Heracles by F^urystheus at Hera’s behest. She was born in 
the spring of Amymone and lived in the Lernaean marsh that proceeded from it. 
From here she would venture forth to plunder the local cattle. Heracles and his 
assistant lolaus attacked the creature with a variety of weapons, including 
Heracles’ traditional club, his arrows, and, most distinctively, his harpe or 
sickle-sword. But as each head was destroyed or lopped off, two or more new 
ones grew instantly in its place. Fire was the solution: either the pair drove the 
Hydra into a burning wood, or they seared her necks as they lopped off her 
heads. During the fight the Hydra was assisted by a giant crab that came out of 
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Fig. 1.1. Heracles fights the Hydra with his sickle-sword. Attic black-figure neck amphora, 
c.500-490 lie. Musee dii Louvre F386 = LIMC Herakles 2003. RMN / Herve 
Lewandowski. 


the Lerneaean marsh and pincered Heracles’ foot; he crushed it, but Hera then 
translated it to the stars in gratitude. One of the Hydra’s heads was immortal, 
and Heracles buried this under a rock on the road to Elaeus. He dipped his 
arrows in the serpent’s venom for future use, though this was indirectly to lead 
to his own eventual demise.^ 

At the very start of the Hydra’s extant tradition Hesiod and a pair of c.700 
BC bronze fibulae between them already supply the bulk of what would become 
its canonical motifs. Hesiod’s Theogony tells that the Hydra was the third 
offspring of Echidna by Typhon and summarizes her tale: ‘In the third place 
again she bore the Lernaean Hydra of baleful mind, whom the white-armed 
goddess Hera reared, implacably angry as she was with mighty Heracles. And 
Heracles, the son of Zeus and also son of Amphitryon, slew her with pitiless 
bronze, alongside the war-loving lolaus, at the devising of Athene, driver of the 


* Principal texts: Hesiod Theogony 295-332; Euripides Heracles 419-24, 1274; Palaephaliis 38; 
Diodorus 4. 11. 5-6; Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 2; Pausanias 2. 37. 4; Hyginus Tabulae 30. 3; Servius 
on Virgil Aeneid 6. 287, 575, 7. 658; Nonnus Dionysiaca 25. 196-212; Lactantius Placidus on Statius 
Thebaid 1. 384-5, 2. 376-7; First Vatican Mythographer 1. 62; Tzetzes Chiliades 2. 36. 237-64; 
Pediasimus On the Twelve Labours of Heracles 2 (in Wagner 1926). Principal iconography: LIMC 
Herakles 1697-1761, 1990-2092. Discussions: C. Robert 1920-6: ii. 444-7, Amandry 1952, Fontenrose 
1959: 356-8, Tiverios 1978, Amandry and Ainyx 1982, Venit 1989, Boardman 1990n, Kokkorou- 
Alewras 1990n, Gantz 1993: 384-6. 
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spoil.The fibulae portray Heracles in battle with a six-headed Hydra. His 
weapon is a sword. He is assisted by lolaus, who wields a hcirpe against the 
monster. Beneath Heracles’ legs is the crab that comes to the Hydra’s aid.'^ 
The Hydra’s name—probably we ought to call her ‘Hydra’ tout courty without 
the definite artitcle—simply consists of the banal Greek word for ‘water-snake’.'^ 
Consequently, ancient texts may feel less pressing need to apply the term drakon 
to her than they do in the cases of the other super-serpents of myth, but the term 
is nonetheless applied to her directly by Sophocles, and indirectly by Euripides.'^ It 
is noteworthy that Sophocles should deploy the term drakon rather than drakainay 
not least in view of the fact that he casts her, in context, in the female role of 
begetting’, albeit metaphorically: she is a begetter of venom rather than of 
offspring. 

Multiheaded dragons are a productive motif of international folklore, with the 
numbers 2, 3, 6, 7, 9, and 12 being favoured for the heads.^’ How many heads did 
the Hydra have? The literary and iconographic traditions offer a wide range of 
numbers. Since the Hydra could replace old heads with multiple new ones—at any 
rate from the time of Euripides—logic requires that the creature boasted different 
numbers of heads at different times. It is theoretically possible that the serpent 
began life with a single head and acquired ever increasing numbers in the course 
of combats prior to her encounter with Heracles, but we hear nothing of such 
combats, and there is no compelling evidence for a single-headed Hydra in the 
mythical tradition proper at any point. Vases do sometimes give us Heracles 
facing a pure single-headed serpent (cf Fig. 5.1), but there is no reason to 
identify these with the Hydra (Ch. 5). And the literary sources that do contem¬ 
plate that the Hydra may have had only a single head are openly attempting to 


Hesiod riicogony 295-332, with 313-18 quoted. 'I'he Hydra is the daughter of Fxhidna also at 
Sophocles Trachiniiie 1089-1100, and of I’yphon also at Hyginus Fabtilae 30. 3 and 151. 1. The 
genealogy is discussed in Ch. 4. 

LIMC Herakles 2019-20; cf. Gantz 1993: 384. Kokkorou-Alewras 1990u: 41 suggests tliat these 
scenes are influenced by ‘earlier representations of analogous subjects in the East’. 

Servius on Virgil Aeneid 6. 287 (recycled at I'irst Vatican Mythographer 1. 62) supplies an 
alternative Latin name for the Hydra, Excetra. This term also signifies ‘snake’ and may originate in a 
borrowing ultimately of the Greek term echidna via Etruscan: see OI.D, LS s.v. Plautus Casina 644 and 
others after him apply the term to a malignant woman. 

Sophocles 'rrachiniae 834. At Euripides Phoenissae 1134-8 Adrastus’ shield is described in these 
terms: ‘Adrastus was at the seventh gate, his shield emblazoned with the image of a hundred vipers 
{cchidnai). He had water-snakes (hydrai) on his left arm, a boast from the Argives. d’he drakontes were 
carrying off from the midst of the walls the children of the Cadmeians in their jaws.’ Although one 
oiight imagine that the shield referred in some way to the Serpent of Nemea, in the slaying of which 
Adrastus had recently been involved, the Hydra is also evidently referenced too, and the scholia ad loc. 
take the shield to refer plainly and simply to her. 'I’hey also assert that the Hydra was ‘viper-headed’, 
^X^^rot<4(fmXocy though perhaps on no basis other than the Euripidean passage under exegesis, but note 
that the Hydra’s heads are distinctively viperish in LIMC Herakles 2037 (c.480 bc). Such a shield might 
have been more appropriate to the vanquisher of the Hydra, and indeed Virgil seems to offer a 
corrective when he describes an image of Heracles bearing a shield emblazoned with the hundred¬ 
headed Hydra, Aeneid 7. 658. At Silius Italicus 2. 158-9 Theron, priest and temple-warden to Heracles, 
bears a hundred-headed Hydra blazon on his shield too. Compare also the shield-strap which holds 
Agamemnon’s Gorgon-shield at Homer Iliad 11 . 39: this is decorated with a drakon that has three 
heads, turning in different directions, growing out of one neck. 

Thompson 1966: B 11.2.3. 
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rationalize a fantastical creature into a more realistic and natural one. So it is that 
the second-century ad Heraclitus asserted in his De incredibilibus that the beast 
was single-headed, but was said to be multiheaded because accompanied by a 
massive brood.^ Pausanias does the same when he obsei*ves that the seventh- or 
sixth-century uc Pisander of Camirus’ Heraclea gave the Hydra ‘many heads 
instead of just the one’. He is not telling us that the tradition prior to Pisander 
gave the serpent just one head, but rationalizing the myth for himselk much as he 
cites with approval Hecataeus’ rationalization of Cerberus into a more realistic 
natural snake.^ 

The earliest literary source to number the Hydra’s heads is Alcaeus (c.600 bc), 
and the number given is nine; this distinctive number was to prove a popular 
one throughout the literary and indeed the iconographic traditions (Fig. 1.1)."^ 
And so did other multiples of three: one of the c.700 bc fibulae gives the creature 
six heads,whilst Servius gave her three. A century after Alcaeus Simonides 
(c.500 bc) gave the Hydra the larger and rounded decimal number of fifty heads 
and similarly found many followers in subsequent tradition.Almost a century 
later again Euripides raised the number to a hundred heads, and he too found 
many to support him amongst later writers.Others were content to give the 
Hydra an unquantified ‘many’ heads.There is a sense in which the Hydra’s 
multiheadedness allies her with compound drakontes, even though she is made up 
purely of drakon parts. However, despite all its fantastical aspects, it could be 
held that the Hydra did not cross the line into the realm of fantasy simply by 
virtue of being multiheaded, for two-headed snakes (the ophidian reflex of the 
Siamese-twins phenomenon) do exist in nature and are less rare and more viable 
than the two-headed offspring of other creatures. 

It is conceivable that in the earliest tradition the Hydra did not have the ability 
to regrow her heads: the fact that she was an enormous venomous serpent with 
the initial advantage of multiple heads may well have been armoury enough. The 
earliest evidence we have for the notion that the Hydra regrew multiple heads, and 


^ Heraclitus De incredibilibus 18 Hydra. 

” Pausanias 2. 37. 4 (Pisander of Camirus Heraclea F2 West), 3. 25. 4 (Hecataeus PGrH 1 P27). 

Literature: Alcaeus F443 Voigt, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 2, Hyginus Pabulae 30. 3, Pediasi- 
inus On the Twelve Labours of Heracles 2, Servius on Aeneid 6. 575, 7. 658, Suda s.v. "YBpa, 4’zetzes 
Chiliades 2. 36. 240. Iconography: LIMC Herakles 2011 (the earliest, c.600 lu:), 1992-3, 1998, 2003-4, 
2012-13, 2016, 2021, 2038. 

LIMC Herakles 2019; so too LIMC Herakles 1991 (c.600-595 nc), 2006 (c.500-480 nc), 1745 
(Augustan). 

" Servius on Virgil Aeneid 6. 575. 'Fhe 7th-century ik: fragment LIMC Herakles 2032 offers three 
serpent-heads facing a male; LIMC ascribes to the Hydra—but Ladon? 

Simonides F569 PMC, Palaephatus 38, Vergil Aeneid 6. 576, Servius on Virgil Aeneid 6. 575, l-irst 
Vatican Mythographer 1. 62,1'zetzes Chiliades 2. 36. 251, 262. 

Euripides Heracles 1188 (c.414 nc), Plwenissae 1135 (c.410-417 nc), Diodorus 4. 11. 5, Virgil 
Aeneid 7. 658, Silius Italicus 2. 158, Seneca Hercules Oetaeus 1534-5 (d. Aganieninon 835-6), Servius 
on Virgil Aeneid 7. 658 (misattributing the number to Simonides here; contrast the note on 6. 575). 'Fhe 
number of a hundred heads had been associated with Typhon at Hesiod Theogony 823-7. 

Euripides Lleracles 419-20 (/xupio/cpaiw), 1274, Virgil Aeneid 8. 300, Quintus Smyrnaeus 6. 212, 
Palatine Anthology 16. 92. 2. The limitations and temptations of iconography often give rise to 
anomalous numbers of heads: 11 {LIMC Herakles 2033, c.53-10 nc; 2047, 4th cent, nc), 10 (1990, 
c.600-590 nc), 8 (2007, c.550 nc; 2015, c.500-490 nc), 7 (1994, c.590-585 nc; 1995, c.585-575 nc; 2030, 
late 6th cent, nc; 2009, c.370-360 nc; 2043, c.250 nc; 2091, imperial), 6 (2037, c.480 nc). 
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with it the earliest evidence for the fire-based killing method associated with the 
phenomenon, comes in Euripides’ Heracles of c414 bc, where we are told that she 
was a double-headed growing-back dog’ and that Heracles burned her to ashes. 

I he phrase should surely be construed as a hendiadys and to mean that the Hydra 
grows back two heads for each one lost.^^ Writing in the following century, the 
sceptical Palaephatus was content that the tradition he decried stipulated that the 
Hydra regrew two heads at a time, and Diodorus and Ovid agree. But for Seiwiiis 
the Hydra regrew three heads for every one destroyed, a claim that perhaps salutes 
the notion (more intuitively than arithmetically) that the Hydra’s heads should 
number a multiple of three.For the Suda every lost head was replaced by 
several.The iconography of c.540-49() bc tells us something of which we 
hear no hint in the literary record, namely that the Hydra had a double or split 
tail (Fig. 1.1): perhaps this was emblematic of her ability to regenerate double 
heads (or perhaps it indicates that Heracles had contrived to chop off her tail, 
which then double-regenerated, like the heads). 

In a striking development in the imperial-period iconography of the Hydra, she 
is sometimes (but by no means universally) recast as a more Gorgon-like figure, 
with a single serpent body and a human female head, from which emanate 
serpent-locks, a la Medusa. Sometimes she is even given the entire (nude) torso 
of a woman too, to become an ‘anguipede’.^* 

Both Heracles and the Hydra had their aides in the fight. lolaus helps his uncle 
Heracles already in Hesiod and on one of the fibulae, and frequently thereafter in 
liteiature and iconography.*'*' But Nicander anomalously gives the role of Hera¬ 
cles aide rather to his brother Iphicles, lolaus’ father, a gesture that caused his 
ancient commentators some concern.According to Apollodorus, Eurystheus 
refused to count the labour against Heracles’ tally of ten because of the help he had 
received from lolaus.^'^ 

1 he Hydra s ally, the crab, was evidently part of the story already from c.700 bc, 
appearing as it does on one of the early fibulae, and frequently in the Greek 


Huripides Heracles 419-24, 1274-5, dfKfilKfmvov xal TTaXifxjiXacTrj Kvva. 

But Bond 1981 ad loc. and Kovacs 1994-2002 translate ‘whose many heads on all sides grow back 
again*. 

Palaephatus 38, Diodorus 4. 11. 5-6, Ovid Metamorphoses 9. 62-81 9 (cf. lleroides 9. 95-6). 

Sei-vius on Virgil AenekJ 6. 287; so too First Vatican Mythographer 1. 62, derived therefrom. 

Suda s.v. YSpau refii'etw. nXeiovc. 

LIMC Herakles 2013 (6.540-20 bc), 2016 (c.520-10 bc), 2015 (c.500-490 bc), 2003 (c.500-490 
bc). 

LIMC Herakles 2079 (1st cent, ad), 2078 (c.75-110 ad; here the Hydra’s severed head is 
particularly gorgonesque), 2064 (late Hadrianic), 1716 (torso; c.150-200 ad), 1730 (150-200 ad), 
1732 (150-200 ad), 1739 (184-5 ad), 1724 (late 2nd cent, ad), 1718 (torso, c.200 ad), 2087 (age of 
Septimius Severus), 1742 (3rd cent, ad), 1721 (torso, 200-20 ad), 1717 (torso; mid 3rd cent, ad), 2061 
(367-83 ad), 2060 (6th or 7lh cent, ad), 2089 (‘imperial’; speculation ad loc. that this image may be 
based on a Classical or Hellenistic original). 

Hesiod Theogony 313-18; so too Hellanicus FI03 Fowler, Herodorus FGrli 31 F23, Palaephatus 
38. Iconography: LIMC Herakles 2019, 2026 (c.700 bc), 2020 (c.700-65 bc). lolaus’ name in legend: 
LIMC Herakles 2015a = lolaus 27 (c.550 bc). For lolaus’ relationship with Heracles, see J. N. Davidson 
2007: 285-91. 

Nicander Theriaca 685-88, with schol. ad loc. 

Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 2. 
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iconography thereafter until the third century bc.“^ It is thought that the zodiac 
was only developed in Greece c'.550 and so it is unlikely that its catasterism 
was also part of the tale at this stage. Compatibly, we first hear of the crab’s 
catasterism by Hera in a fragment of the early fifth-century bc Panyassis. The 
wording of the fragment, which is relayed by the Eratosthenic Catasterisrns, seems 
to suggest that the crab came to help the Hydra of its own accord because it saw 
that Heracles and his (plural) allies were already engaged in the fight against her 
and considered the battle uneven.“^ A Plato scholium explains the proverb, 
‘Against two not even Heracles’ with citations of Hellanicus and Herodorus, 
both of whom wrote around the turn of the fifth to the fourth century bc: they 
seem to have explained rather that Hera sent the crab against Heracles when 
he was fighting alone against the Hydra, and it was for this reason that Heracles 
then called in lolaus to help him, and this is the line followed by Palaephatus and 
Pediasimus.“^ For Apollodorus, however, Heracles called in lolaus after he 
had already dispatched the crab by stamping on it.“‘^ Even so, the tradition 
seems broadly to agree, at any rate, that the crab’s role in the myth is somehow 
to balance lolaus in the fight. The crab’s ultimate fate contrasts markedly 
with that of the Hydra, who, according to Virgil at any rate, was translated to 
Tartarus after death—there to administer punishment, one presumes, rather than 
to receive it.^^^ 

The traditions bearing upon the weaponry deployed by Heracles and lolaus 
against the Hydra are rich and distinctive. In the course of the developing tale 
every conceivable weapon is utilized: sword, harpe (sickle), arrows, torch, club, 
and stones. The Theogony already specifies that Heracles and lolaus slew the 
Hydra ‘with pitiless bronze’ and this is amplified by one of the c.700 bc fibulae, 
which shows Heracles wielding a sword and lolaus wielding a harpe.^^ This is the 
earliest surviving example of the use of a harpe against an anguiform monster, and 
we may presume that it did indeed begin with the Hydra, to which it is peculiarly 
appropriate (Ch. 6). The configuration of Heracles with sword and lolaus with 
harpe (curiously, given that the harpe is seemingly the more interesting weapon, 
though perhaps initially less heroic) is strongly observed in iconography down to 
the mid sixth century bc.'^^ Heracles is first given the harpe to use himself on a 
vase of c.600-590 bc, and then again on a vase of c.550 bc, on both of which. 


LIMC Herakles 2019 (c.700 hc), 2020 (c.700-675 bc), 1991 (c.600-595 bc), 1994 (c.590-85 bc), 
2024 (c.550-25 bc), 2000 (c.530 bc), 2002 (c500 bc), 2015 (f.500-490 bc), 2037 (c480 bc), 2053 (4th 
or 3rd cent, bc), 2041 (3rd cent, bc), 2048 (3rd or 2nd cent, bc), 2058 (Neronian: based on 4th-cent. bc 
original?) 

SoGoold 1959: 11. 

Panyassis Hemclea F8 West = [Eratosthenes ]Catasterismi 1; so too Seneca Hercules Oeiaeus 67, 
Hyginus Astronomica 2. 23. 1, schol. Aratus Phaenomena 147. 

Schol. Plat. Phacilo 89c, incorporating Hellanicus FI03 Fowler and Herodorus F'23 Fowler. 
Palaephatus 38, Pediasinius 2 (oddly, because he coincides closely with Apollodorus in other respects). 

Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 2. 

Virgil Aeneid 6. 576. 

Hesiod Theogony 316. LIMC Herakles 2019. 

LIMC Herakles 2019 (c.700 bc), 2020 (c.700-63 bc), 2025 (presumably; c.625-600 bc), 2054 (late 
7th cent, bc), 2011 (c.600 bc), 1991 (c.600-595 bc), 1992 (c.590 bc), 1993 (perhaps; c.590-585 bc), 
1994 (c.590-585 bc), 1995 (c.585-575 bc), 1997 (c.570 bc), 1998 (c.565-550 bc), 2024 (c.550-525 bc), 
2013 (c.540-520 bc), 2033 (c.530-510 bc), 2073 (1st cent, bc), 2076 (1st cent. bc). 
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perhaps significantly, he fights the Hydra without lolaiis.^"^ A vase of c.530 ik: then 
has both Heracles and lolaiis using harpai,^"^ and thereafter, from 6'.520 bc, the 
harpe migrates into Heracles’ hand on a more permanent basis (Fig. 1.1).'^^ 
Although shown to be deploying his sword, Heracles retains his attribute bow 
or quiver in scenes of the Hydra fight from c.600 bc.'^^’ Then on a vase of C.5S5-575 
BC we find him using his usual sword in the fight in progress, but wearing his bow 
and quiver whilst the Hydra is seen to have been pierced by arrows: a putative 
anterior episode to the traditional scene is constructed.'^^ The lost Chest of 
Cypselus described by Pausanias and thought to have been made in the mid 
sixth century bc had the courage to depict Heracles in the act of shooting his 
arrows into the Hydra, and the scene first suiwives for us on a vase of 6'.520-500 
Bc.-^^ Later literary sources tell that Heracles pelted the Hydra with arrows to draw 
her out of her lair.'^'^ 

Heracles is first found using his own most traditional weapon of all, his club, 
against the Hydra on a vase of 6'.560-550 bc, and thereafter the popularity of this 
weapon in Hydra scenes grows steadily until reaching a crescendo in the imperial 
period."^^^ This is the method given to him in Apollodorus’ account."^’ 

Fire is first found in use against the Hydra on vases of c.520-500 bc. On one 
vase lolaus, using a harpe for the last time in the iconographic record, has a fire 
between his feet. On another he now holds the flaming torch that will become his 
usual attribute."^^ On a metope from the temple of Zeus at Olympia of 456 bc 
Heracles is depicted fighting the Hydra on his own, and this has licensed him to 
steal lolaus’ second specialist weapon too: he brandishes both harpe and torch 


LIMC HerakJes 1990 = Athena 11 (c.600-590 »c) LIMC Herakles 2029 (c.SSO). On LIMC 
Herakles 2012 (c-.550-525 hc) lolaus wields a sword. 

LIMC Herakles 2000 (c.530 »c), 

m/C Herakles 2001 (c.520 hc), 1999 (c.520-510 hc), 2034 (e.SOO hc), 2003 (c.500-490 hc), 2003 
(c.500-490 bc), 2022 (c'.500-480 hc), 2006 (c.500-480 hc), 2037 (f.480 hc). 

L/MC Herakles 2011 (c.600 hc), 1992 (c.590 hc), 1996 {c.564-550 hc), 1998 (c.565-550 hc), 2007 
(e.550), 2000 (c530 hc), 2030 (late 6th cent, bc), 2017 (c.SOO hc), 2005 (c.500-480 hc), 2055 (4th and 
3rd cents, hc), 2958 (Neronian—based on a 4th-cent. hc original?). On LIMC Herakles 2003 (c.500- 
490 hc) the bow finds its way into lolaus’ hands. 

L/MC Herakles 1995 (c.585-575 hc). 

Pausanias 5. 17. 11 = LIMC Herakles 2031 (mid 6th cent, hc), 2036 (c.520-500 hc), 2082 (1st 
cent. hc). 

Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 2, Pediasimus 2; perhaps Virgil already knew this; at any rate his 
Heracles uses his bow against llie Hydra, Aerieid 6. 803. 

LIMC Herakles 2021 (c.560-550 bc), 2045 (c.550 hc), 2016 (c.520-510 hc), 2036 (club rests on 
ground; c.520-500 hc), 2030 (late 6th cent, hc), 2002 (club on ground; c.500 hc), 2005 (c.500-480 hc), 
2018 (club on ground; c.490 hc), 2037 (club on ground; c.480 hc), 2038 (c.470 hc), 2009 (c.370-360 hc), 
2010 (c.370-350 hc), 2039 (4th cent, hc), 2055 (4th and 3rd cents, hc), 2053 (2nd cent, hc), 1745 
(Augustan), 2091 (imperial; a bronze Heracles raises his club at his own priapic phallus, which 
terminates in seven serpent-heads), 2078 (c.75-110 hc), 2081 (1st cent, ad), 2082 (1st cent, ad), 
1734 (c. AD 150), 1747 (2nd cent, ad), 1713 (c. ad 150-200), 1716 (c. ad 150-200 ), 1718 (c. ad 200 ), 
1725 (early 3rd cent, ad), 1741 (3rd cent, ad), 1728 (c. ad 200-50), 1717 (mid 3rd cent, ad), 2084 (4th 
cent, ad), 1744 (6th cent. ad). 

Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 2. 

LIMC Herakles 2916 (c.520-510 hc), 2014 (c.520-500 hc), 2017 (c.500 hc), 2002 (c.500 hc), 2015 
(c.500-490 hc), 2004 (c.500-490 hc), 2018 (c.490 hc), 2022 (c.500-480 hc), 2009 (c.370-360 hc), 2010 
(c.370-350 hc; here he also has a sword); 2927 (3rd cent, bc; weapon may rather be an—archaizing— 
harpe). 


Drakon Fights: Drakontes Pure 


33 


against the monster. *'^ The use of fire against the Hydra is first mentioned in the 
literary record in the works of Euripides. In the Heracles of c.414 bc we hear that, 
‘He burned to ashes (exepurosen) the countless-headed many-voiced dog of Lerna, 
the Hydra, and used her venom to coat the arrows with which he slew the three¬ 
bodied herdsman of Erytheia [i.e. Geryon].’'*'^ In the Ion of around the same date 
the chorus admires a building decorated with an image of Heracles killing the 
Lernaean Hydra with golden harpai (a poetic plural, presumably), whilst nearby 
lolaus lifts up a fiery torch.^^ In the latter case Euripides certainly envisages the 
chop-and-sear method.*^^’ In the former case Euripides may envisage that Heracles 
and lolaus prevented the temporarily incapacitated Hydra from growing back her 
heads by setting fire to the surrounding wood.'^^ Palaephatus' rationalized account 
may already imply a non-rationalized version in which Heracles shot flaming 
arrows at the Hydra; the motif becomes explicit in Apollodorus.'^^ Quintus Smyr- 
naeus has lolaus do the job of searing with a heated iron rather than a torch.'^'^ 

An anomalous vase of the late sixth century bc pairs a scene of Heracles using 
his club against the Hydra with another in which he throws stones at her; this 
second scene may be influenced by the Cadmus tradition. 

The Hydra is eventually revenged upon Heracles: it is the unbearable agony of her 
burning venom, mixed in with the blood or semen of the centaur Nessus and smeared 
over his tunic by Deianeira, that compels him to suicide on the pyre on Mt. Oeta (Ch. 6). 


LADON, SLAIN OR TRICKED BY HERACLES 

The myth of the Serpent of the Hesperides (Figs. 1.2,1.3) may be summarized thus 
in its canonical form: Earth sent up trees of golden apples to celebrate the 
marriage of Zeus and Llera. These were kept for Hera by the Hesperides, who 
guarded them together with a huge, unsleeping serpent, Ladon, in their paradisical 
garden, adjacent to Mt. Atlas, in the for west of Africa. Heracles was sent to fetch 
three of these apples as one of his final labours by Eurystheus. He acquired them 
either by clubbing Ladon to death; or by persuading Atlas to get them for him 
from the Hesperides; or by persuading the Hesperides directly to get them for him 
by drugging the serpent or distracting him with food.^* The serpent is given the 


LIMC Herakles 2040 = 1705; but so too LIMC l lcrakles 2063 (I ladrianic). 

Euripides Heracles 419-24. For Nicander Heracles simply ‘burned’ (eVupa/cTeeid the Hydra, 
'I'lieriaca 688. Cf. Clow and Scholfield 1953: 183. 

Euripides/o/j 190-200. 

Subsequently found at Diodorus 4. 11. 5-6, Suda s.v. "Y8pav rcfiveiv. 

Which may be what Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 2 imagined to have happened. 

Ealaephatus 38; Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 2. 

Quintus Smyrnaeus 6. 212-19. 

LIMC Herakles 2030 (late 6th cent. »c). 

Principal texts: Hesiod Theogony 333-6; Pisander of Camirus BGrll 16 P8 = F dubia 3 Davies 
apiid schol. Apollonius Argonautica 4. 1396 (not in West); Panyassis FIO Davies = F15 West; 
Pherecydes FF16-17 Fowler; Sophocles 'Vrachiniae 1089-1100; Euripides Heracles 394-400; Herodorus 
of Heracleia FI4 Fowler; [Eratosthenes] Catasterismi 1. 3; Aratus Phaemmiena 46; Apollonius Argo¬ 
nautica 4. 1396-1407, 1433-5, with schol.; Euphorion F154 Powell = 148 Lightfoot; Agroetas VCrH 762 
F3; Diodorus 4. 26; Virgil Aeneid 4. 480-6 with Seivius on 484; Ovid Metamorphoses 4. 643-8, 9. 188- 
90; Seneca Hercules Furens 530-2; Lucan 9. 360-7; Probus on Virgil Georgies 1. 205 and 244; 
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Fig. 1.2. Heracles with a two-headed Ladon, Serpent of the Hesperides, in his apple 
tree. Attic black-figure lekythos, c.500 rc. Formerly Berlin Staatliche Museen V.I. 3261 
(lost in the war) = LIMC Herakles 2692. bpk / Antikensammlung, SMB / Johannes 
Laurentius. 


distinctive name Ladon only in a single line of Apollonius (derivative commen¬ 
taries aside), and so it may not have been generally accepted in antiquity; 
nonetheless, we will employ it by dekuilt for convenience.'^^ 

Ladon first appears in the literary record in Hesiod’s Theogonyy in a fashion in 
which we will never see him again: ‘Ceto had sex with Phorcys and bore her 
youngest child, a terrible snake {ophis)y which guards the all-gold apples within his 


Apollodoriis Bibliotheca 2, 5. 11; Paiisanias 6. 19. 8; Heraclitus De increclibilibus 20; Hyginiis Fabulae 
praef 39, 30.12, 151, Tabula Albaui = FGrH 40 Flc (Antonine?), Astronomica 2. 3, 2. 6; Quintus 
Sniyriiaeus 6. 256-9; schol. Germanicus Aratea p. 117 Breysig; Solinus 24. 4-5; Lactantius Placidus on 
Stalins Thebaid 2. 280-1; First Vatican Mythographcr 1. 38; Tzetzes Chiliades 2. 36. 358-95; Pcdiasi- 
mils 11. Principal iconography: L/MC Atlas 13, Herakles 1697-761, 2676-7S7y Hesperides, Hesperie, 
Ladon I (there is much overlap between these catalogues). Discussions: C. Robert 1920-6: ii. 488-98, 
Scherling 1924, Brommer 1942, Matthews 1974: 66-71, Brazda 1977: 89-132; Schauenberg 1981/?, 
Boardman 1990«, /?, Kokkorou-Alewras 1990/?, McPhee 1990, 1992, Gantz 1993: 25, 412, Sancassano 
1997rt: 3-6. 

Apollonius Argonautica 4.1396, whence it is referenced only in Apollonius’ own scholia and in Probus’ 
commentary on Virgil Georgies 1. 205 and 224. 4'he form of the name will be discussed in Ch. 4. 
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Fig. 1.3. Laclon in his apple tree, feci from a phiale by the Hesperides. Campanian red- 
figure hydria, c.350-340 bc. Private Collection = LIMC Ladon i 8. Redrawn by Eriko 
Ogden. 

great coils in its lair in the dark earth.There is no mention of Heracles, and 
Hesiod seems to view the serpent as living still and as still in possession of his 
apples.'"*"^ The impression is given of a Fafnir-like serpent, eternally guarding his 
own treasure in his cave.^^ Here Ladon is described only as an ophiSy but for 
Sophocles and Euripides he is a drcikoriy and he may well have been so described 
by the seventh- or sixth-century bc Pisander of Camirus and then by Pherecydes, 
if the fragments upon which we depend reflect the term they originally used.'^^' We 
know that Ladon had found his canonical context and tale by c*.550 bc. This is 
the date from which the first images of him survive, with him already in his tree 


Hesiod Tlieogony 333-6. 

Cf McPhee 1992: 176. 

Volsimgasaga §§13-20 etc.; see Introduction. 

Pisander of Camirus FGrH 16 F8 = P dubia 3 Davies, Pherecydes l*16b P'owler (some manu¬ 
scripts), Sophocles Trachitiiae 1100, Euripides Heracles 398; note also Herodorus of Heracleia P14 
Fowler (5th or 4th cent. ik:). Amongst other early literary sources Eumelus 'ntaiioaiachy F'9 West 
(perhaps also c.550 bc), apmi Philodemus On Piety B 5731 Obbink, may have mentioned tlie serpent as 
a guardian of apples. Philodemus implies that Eumelus’ 'Pitanimiachy identified a guardian for the 
golden apples distinct from the Harpies, whom Acusilaus F20 Fowler and Epimenides 68 B9 1)K had in 
the 6th century nc (interestingly) identified as their guardian, with the latter equating them with the 
Hesperides themselves, but the Philodemus fragment breaks off before it can identify the alternative 
guardian. Panyassis Heraclea F'15 West (c.500 bc) did mention the serpent, but we do not know in what 
context; possibly as an unsleeping guardian with unclosing eyes. 'Fhe fragment is preserved at Hyginus 
Astronornica 2. 6. 1, which also incorporates [Eratosthenes] Catasterismi 1. 3, but it is unclear how 
much of the information Hyginus conveys derives from Panyassis: most of what he says describes the 
star-picture of Heracles wrestling with the draco of the Hesperides in the stars, which Zeus designed in 
admiration of their battle, and this would appear Eratosthenic. 
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(discussed below), and it is also the date of a cedarwood statue group made for 
the Epidamnian treasury at Olympia by Theocles son of Hegylus and described for 
us by Pausanias. The group included Heracles, the Hesperides, and ‘the drakon 
coiling round the apple tree’.^^ 

Various genealogies are supplied for Ladon. Hesiod, as we have seen, makes 
him the son of Ceto, the archetypal sea-monster, and of Phorcys. Pherecydes 
rather made him son of the other great serpent-progenitor-pair, Typhon and 
Echidna.^^ Between them Pisander of Camirus made his drakon the son of Earth 
and Apollonius presumably subscribed to the same view in describing him as 
‘chthonic’ {chthonios ophis).^''^ 

Against whom, and on behalf of whom, if not himself, did Ladon guard 
the apples in his tree? Pherecydes, the first extant literary source to put Ladon 
in the tree, told that the golden apples were sent up by Earth either in land or 
in sea (!) as wedding gifts for Hera. Hera delighted in them and asked Earth to 
grow them in her own garden beside Atlas. But since Atlas’ daughters picked 
the apples too often, she installed the chthonic drakon there to guard them.^^ 
In context these daughters can only be the Hesperides, who are indeed some¬ 
times identified as daughters of Atlas, and who were, as we will see, strangely 
ambivalent characters.^’^ The Eratosthenic Catasterisms recycles Pherecydes’ 
account but also supplies another, in which Hera appointed the serpent to 
guard the golden apples precisely because she knew that Heracles would one 
day come to take them.^’^ We may wonder whether there lies behind this tale a 
simpler one in which the serpent had once simply guarded the apples for 
another mother figure, his own, the Earth that produced them, much as Python 
guarded the Delphic oracle for his mother Earth. Some later traditions suggest 
that the apples simply belonged to the Hesperides themselves, and that they 
and Ladon collaborated in watching over them. This becomes explicit with the 
second-century ad paradoxographer Heraclitus,but may well be implicit in 
Apollonius’ suggestion that the Hesperides lamented over Heracles’ slaughter 


I'heodes group: Pausanias 6. 19. 2 = LIMC Hesperides 64. No doubt Ladon adopted a similar 
configuration in liis appearance on the famous chest of Cypselus, a product of the same period: 
Pausanias 5. 17-19 = LIMC Herakles 1697. 

Pherecydes 16b Fowler; so too Hyginus L'abulae praef. 39,30. 12, 151, Tzetzes Chiliadcs 2. 36. 363. 
Schol. Apollonius Argonaulica 4. 1396 misattributes the notion that lyphon was the serpent’s huher to 
Hesiod. McPhee 1992: 176 wonders whether Hesiod did indeed give the serpent this father (contra¬ 
dicting the 'i'heogony) in an otherwise unattested text. 

Pisander of Camirus VGrH 16 F’8; Apollonius Argonautica 4. 1398 (cf. 1434, (fipovpov ofjnvy 
‘guardian snake’). 

Pherecydes F16c Fowler. Silius Italicus can, accordingly, refer to Ladon simply as ‘the snake of 
Juno’ ilunonius anguis), Punica 6. 184. Also in this tradition are Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 11 (Larth 
sends up the apples as a gift for Zeus on his wedding day); Asclepiades of Mendes PGrtl 617 FI (Earth 
sends up the apples as a gift for both on their wedding day); Tzetzes Chiliades 2. 36. 361-2, Pediasimus 
11 (a gift from Hera to Zeus on their wedding day). I’he Hesperides and the Atlas mountains were 
traditionally located in the for west of north Africa. Anomalously, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 11, 
'I'zetzes Chiliades 2. 36. 360, 375, 380-1 and Pediasimus 11 locate tliem in the far north, the land of the 
Hyperboreans; discussion at Kokkorou-Alewras 1990F: 100 (useful) and McPhee 1990: 395-6. 

Atlantides and Hesperides are identified at Diodorus 4. 27. 2, Sei*vius on Virgil Aeneid 4.484, schol. 
Euripides Hippolytus 742, schol. Apollonius Argonautica 4. 1399 and First Vatican Mythographer 1. 38. 

[Eratosthenes] Catasterismi 1.4. 

Heraclitus De incredibilibus 20. 
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of the drakon (as opposed to merely the theft of the apples)/'"^ Lucan and 
Apollodorus present the Hesperides and the serpent as guarding the garden 
side by side/’^ Ovid gives the orchard wholly over to Atlas himself: it is for 
him that the huge draco protects the apples, since he has been forewarned 
that a son of Jupiter (whom he mistakenly identifies as Perseus) will one day 
steal them.^^’ 

Ladon possessed several qualities to fit him for guardianship. First, he was 
often, in his earlier representations, attributed with multiple heads, permitting 
him to watch in different directions. The extant images of him from c.550-400 bc 
depict him variously with one, two, or three heads, but thereafter he is reduced to 
just the one in his iconography.^’^ Pherecydes gives him a hundred heads and all 
sorts of voices, in the manner of his father Typhon, no doubt, and this detail is 
repeated by Apollodorus.^^ Secondly, we are repeatedly told that he never closed 
his eyes and was unsleeping, a notion that may have originated with Panyassis. In 
reality, of course, no snake can close its eyes, but the degree of emphasis with 
which this point is made in Ladon’s case is still significant in the context of ancient 
drakon-Xore.^'^ Thirdly, Apollodorus gives us an immortal serpent as opposed to a 
sleepless one. 

In those versions of the tale in which Heracles killed Ladon, how did he do so? 
Sophocles and Euripides speak of Heracles’ killing of the drakoru but say nothing 
of the method. Herodorus of Heraclea is the first literary source to specify the 
weapon, and it is Heracles’ favoured club.^^ It may be intimated that Heracles 


Apollonius Argonautica 4. 1396-1407. 

Lucan 9. 360-7; Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 11; and so too Pediasimus 11. 

Ovid Metamorphoses 4. 643-8. A rather different but evidently old tradition, in which the 
drakon did not directly feature, held that the golden apples were kept by the Hesperides for Aphrodite, 
and that she gave some of them to Hippomenes to help him seduce Atlanta: Hesiod Catalogue 
of Women F76 MW, schol. Theocritus 3. 40, Servius on Aeneid 3. 113, First Vatican Mythographer 
1. 39. 

We are not told how many heads he had in the Theocles group or on the Chest of Cypselus. One 
head: Grabow 1998 K86 (c.550-500 nc), L/MCHerakles 2716 (black-figure lekythos, c.500 bc); another 
early example of a one-headed Ladon is LIMC Herakles 2681 = Ladon i. 1 (pointed amphora, c.480-70 
bc). 'Fwo heads: LIMC Herakles 2692 (black-figure vase, c.500 bc; Gantz 1993: 412 knows of a similar 
pot in a private collection in Mainz); further two-headed Ladons from the 5lh century bc are to be 
found at LIMC Herakles 2714 = Hesperides 24 (coin of Gyrene, c.500 bc, Ladon i. 12 (Campanian red- 
figure neck-amphora, 450-30 bc), 15 (sardonyx scarab, 450-400 bc). 'Fhree heads: LIMC Atlas 8 = 
Herakles 1702/2680 (a three-headed Ladon as part of a Heracles Dodecathlos set by the Cdeophrades 
painter, red-figure volute crater, c.490 bc —NB this is not the Hydra, which is given its own separate 
scene); further three-headed Ladons from the 5th century bc are to be found at LIMC Ladon i. 13 (red- 
figure hydria, c.450 bc), 16 (Etruscan bronze mirror, 450-25 bc). As to possible earlier traces of Ladon 
in extant art, in Ch. 5 we will consider but be inclined to reject the possibility that he appears in three¬ 
headed guise on the marvellous Caeretan hydria, LIMC Medeia 2, of c.660-40 bc. We need not be 
detained by the speculation that finds his tail on a c.560 bc ceramic fragment, LIMC Herakles 2733. 
Discussion of Ladon’s iconography at Brommer 1942, Schauenberg 1981/;, Boardman 1990u, 1990/;, 
Kokkorou-Alewras 1990/;, MePhee 1990, 1992, Gantz 1993: 25, 412. 

Pherecydes 16b Fowler, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 11; so too Pediasimus 11. 

1’he key text is Hyginus Astronomica 2. 6. 1, citing [Eratosthenes] Catasterismi 1.3 and Panyassis 
FT5 West (on the last of which see Matthews 1974: 66-71). So too Ovid Metamorphoses 9. 188-90, 
Seneca Hercules Furens 530-2, Lucan 9. 360-7, Solinus 24. 4, Servius on Virgil Aeneid 4. 484, schol. 
Germanicus Aratea p.ll8 Breysig, First Vatican Mythographer 1. 38, 'Fzetzes Chiliades 2. 36. 363. 

Sophocles Trachiniae 1089-100, Euripides Heracles 394-9, Herodorus of Heracleia FGrll 31 

F24b. 
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used his club against Ladon from as early as the c.540 bc bronze shield-band 
relief on which Heracles holds the apples together with a snake-headed club7^ 
Heracles frequently brandishes his club in Ladon’s vicinity in the iconography 
from 500 bc onwards7“ In the star-picture recorded by the Eratosthenic Cata- 
sterisrns and Hyginus Heracles tries to force down the right side of Ladon’s 
rampant neck with his left foot, whilst raising his right hand to strike him 
with his club/^ 

Apollonius gives us a vignette of the aftermath of the fight. I’he breathless body 
of the serpent lies quivering beside the apple-tree stump, Heracles evidently 
having cut the tree down. His body is covered in putrid {pythornenoisin) wounds 
dealt by Heracles’ arrows, tipped with the Hydra’s venom. Here the serpent’s 
death has been strongly assimilated to that of the Delphic serpents: we have 
the motif of its body transfixed by many arrows, the rotting of its flesh and even 
the deployment of the term pythein used so significantly by the Fiomeric Hymn to 
Apollo in its description of the Delphic drakainaJ"^ This is perhaps less a case of 
cross-fertilization between traditions than a case of Apollonius ostentatiously 
alluding to the Delphic material.^^ 

In Roman art Heracles sometimes throttles Ladon.^^' It also likes to show us the 
dead Ladon in the aftermath of the battle. Sometimes his body is shown transfixed 
by arrows, compatibly with Apollonius.^^ In other scenes he merely hangs life¬ 
lessly in his tree, the victim, we infer, of either a clubbing or a throttling.^^ 

The fight between Heracles and Ladon, translated as it was to the stars as the 
constellation of Draco, became a commonplace of the star-picture treidition. It is 
first mentioned in passing by Aratus.^^ There is dispute as to which of the gods 
engineered the catasterization. The Eratosthenic Catasterisrns and Hyginus both 
offer competing versions in which the catasterization was engineered either by 
Hera or by Zeus.^^ 

The motif of an immortal Ladon must normally have travelled with the notion 
that Heracles prevailed upon the ever naughty Hesperides to get the apples for 
him. A tradition of this sort was known from the time of Pherecydes, according to 
whom Heracles prevailed upon Atlas to get them and he in turn asked the 
Hesperides for them.^’ But the iconographic tradition that emerged in the fourth 


LIMC Herakles 2682 = Atlas 3. 

LIMC Herakles 1702 (early 5th cent, bc), 1741, 1744, 1745, 2694, 2700 (c.510 bc, apple tree but 
without actual Ladon), 2701, 2703, 2707a, 2717, 2719, 2722, 2725, 2726, 2730, 2752, 2753, 2767, 2770, 
2785, Hesperides 7 (= Herakles 2701, 470-60), 19, 29, 56, 58, Hesperie 1 (if relevant), Ladon i. 2, 4, 5, 
15, 16, 20, 24, 26-8. 

[Eratosthenes] Catasterismi 1. 3-4; Hyginus Astroiiomica 2. 3 and 2. 6. 

Apollonius 1396-407. 

'I’he Delphic connection was not lost on the scholiast that comments (on 4. 1405): ‘Whence also 
the “Pythia” from the fact that the drakon rotted there.’ 

LIMC Ladon i. 28. 

LIMC Ladon i. 25, 26, 29. 

LIMC Ladon i. 20-2, 30-1. 

Aratus Phuenornena 46. 

”” [Eratosthenes] Catasterismi 1. 3 (Hera) and 1. 4 (Zeus), Hyginus Astromoniica 2. 3 (Hera), 2. 6 
(Zeus). 

Pherecydes El7 Fowler, Adesp. E655 TrGF (a satyr-play of unknown date), Apollodorus Bib¬ 
liotheca 2. 5. 11, Pediasimus 11. 
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century elided Atlas’ role and had Heracles prevailing upon the Hesperides 
directly. In images from 380-360 ik: onwards we find one Hesperid feeding the 
snake whilst another of them picks apples from the other side of the tree: a 
deception of some sort seems clear.^“ There are also images that explain that 
this trick was performed for the benefit of Heracles. On an early fourth-century 
image a Hesperid presents Heracles with a bough of golden apples.On an image 
of c.350-330 BC, a similar Hesperid presents Heracles with a similar bough (this 
one containing precisely three apples), whilst on the other side of the tree another 
Hesperid feeds Ladon from a bowl.^"^ On an image of c.350 bc Heracles stands by 
as a pair of Hesperides perform their usual two-hander trick, evidently expecting 
to receive the fruit they win in this way.^'^ In two images of c.340 bc a Hesperid 
feeds Ladon from a bowl on one side of the tree whilst Heracles himself picks 
apples from the other.^^ It has often been speculated that a version of the 
Hesperides story flourished in which one of the Hesperides fell in love with 
Heracles and so consented to get some of the apples for him:^^ On some of the 
vases one in particular of the Hesperides seems to be attracted to Heracles,^^ and 
in some of them erdtes attend the scene.^"'^ A passing reference in Seneca’s Flercules 
Furens suggests that the Hesperid concerned was cheated in her love: ‘Let [Hera¬ 
cles] deceive the sisters and bring back the apples, when the draco set to guard the 
valuable apples has given his ever-wakeful eyes to sleep. 

The notion that the Hesperides should have drugged Ladon to sleep in the 
fashion of the witch Medea and the Colchis drakon eventually finds expression in 
a famous speech of Dido in the Aeneid. The vignette she constructs of a Massylian 
witch, supposedly of her acquaintance, incorporates puzzling details: ‘Near the 
boLindaiy of Ocean and the setting sun is the most remote land of the Ethiopians, 
where greatest Atlas twists on his shoulder the sphere that is set with blazing stars. 
From this region a priestess of Massylian race has been pointed out to me, the 
guardian of the temple of the Hesperides. She used to give its meals to the draco, 
and she looked after the sacred boughs on the tree, sprinkling moist honey and 
sleepy poppy.So the portrait seems initially to be of a woman who, like the 
Hesperides, feeds and tends the serpent. The honey may or may not be appropriate: 


L/MC Hesperides 2, 3 (380-360 bc), 4, 36, 63, Ladon i. 9; cf. also LIMC Hesperides 7, 28 (?), 41, 
Ladon i. 6. 

L/MC Herakles 2719. 

LIMC Herakles 2726. 

LIMC Hesperides 36; cf. 30, Herakles 2703, 2707a, 2717. 

LIMC Hesperides 38, 62. It is possible that the Antonine Tabula Albana {TGrH 40, C'.ii.l 1-12) 
also knew a similar version. Its fragmentary text seems to talk of a Heracles deceiving the drakon itself 
(bfmKovra XaOdw), perhaps ill secretly filching apples whilst the Hesperides fed him? Cf. McPhee 1992: 
176-7. 

C. Robert 1920-6: ii. 492-3, Brommer 1942: 492-3, H. A. Thompson 1949: 250-1, Schauenburg 
1981: 480, Kokkoroii-Alewras 1990: 110, McPhee 1990: 405. 

LIMC Hesperides 26 (410 bc), 29-31, 33-5. 

LIMC Hesperides 30-2 (370-360 bc), 34-5. 

Seneca Hercules Furens 530-2. Heracles’ deception of the Hesperides to get the apples would 
function as a nice alternative to his deception of Atlas to get the apples (Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 11). 

Virgil Aene/V/4. 480-6. 
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it is the traditional sweetening or sweetness-saluting food given, in cakes, to the 
kindly anguiform gods/^^ But the sleepy poppy seems out of place, and an inappro¬ 
priate gift for an ideally fierce guardian. Why would one be giving this to a guardian 
one wished to remain alert, and a guardian who was in any case unsleeping? 


DELPHYNE AND PYTHON, SLAIN BY APOLLO 

The Delphic drakon came, curiously, in female and male variants, with differing 
tales initially attached to each (Figs. 1.4, 1.5). In the female version of the tale, the 
drakainUy eventually known as Delphyne, makes depredations on the local popu¬ 
lation. Apollo arrives as a cleansing hero to kill her with his poison arrows and to 
deliver the local population and its herds from her terrors. In the male version, the 
baby Apollo transfixes the drakon Python with multiple arrows from his bow: (1) 
in revenge for Python’s recent harassing of Apollo’s pregnant mother Leto; or (2) 
to deliver the local population from his depredations; or (3) to enable Apollo to 
seize control of the oracle that he guards or controls. Both male and female 
versions agree that the rotting (pythesthai) of the serpent’s huge carcass then 
bestows the byname Pytho on Delphi.^'^^ 


e.g. the Athenian oikouros aphis: Herodotus 8, 41, Hesychius s.v. oiKovpov 6(f)iv. rrophonius: 
Aristophanes Clouds 508 (with schol.), Pausanias 9. 40. 

Principal texts: Homeric Hymn (3) to Apollo 244-306 (esp. 300-6), 352-73; Simonides F573 
PMG/Campbell = Julian Letters 24; Euripides Iphigenia in Tauris 1234-82, Phoenissae 232, with schol. 
ad loc.; Hphorus FGrll 70 F31b = Strabo C422-3; Aristoxenus of Tarentum F80 Wehrli = [Plutarch] 
Moralia 1136c; Clearchus of Soli F64 Wehrli = Athenaeus 701b; Leandrius of Miletus FGrH 492 F14 = 
schol. Apollonius Idiodius 2. 705-12; Callimachus hlyrnns 2. 97-104, 4. 84-93, F643 Pfeiffer; Apollo¬ 
nius Argonautica 2. 711-13; Aristonous 1. 15, 27-8 Powell; Anaxandrides of Delphi FGrH 404 F5 = 
schol. Euripides Alcestis 1; Lycophron Alexandra 202-4, with schol. vet. on 200, Tzetzes on 207; 
Cyzicene Epigram, Palatine Anthology 3. 6; Colin 1909-13 {Fondles de Delphes iii. 2) no. 137 lines 21-4, 
no. 138 lines 25-30; Varro De Lingua Latina 7. 17; Propertius 4. 6. 35-6; Ovid Metamorphoses 1. 
434-60; Lucan 5. 79-85, 6. 407-9; Pliny Natural History 34. 59; Statius Thebaid 1. 562-71, 711-12, 5. 
531-3, 6. 8-9, 355-9, 7. 96, 349-50,11. 12-13; Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1.4. 1, 1. 6. 3; Plutarch Moralia 
293c, 294f, 365a, 414a, 417f-418b, 421c, 945b, 988a; Pausanias 2. 7. 7, 2. 30. 3, 10. 6. 5-7; Lucian 
Dialogues in the Sea 9, Astrology 23; Hyginus Fabulae 53. 2, 140; Dionysius Periegetes 441-5, with 
Eustathius on 441; Aelian Varia Historia 3. 1, Nature of Animals 11.2; Menander Rhetor Peri Epideikti- 
kon 3. 17 pp. 441 -2 Spengel; Porphyry Life of Pythagoras 16; Clement of Alexandria Protrepticus 1.1, p. 2 
P, 2. 18, p. 15 P, 2. 34, p. 29 P; Servius on Virgil Aeneid 3. 73,92,360; Libanius Narrationes 25, Orosius 6. 
15; Nonnus Dionysiaca 9. 457-72, 13. 28; Claudian Poems 1. 188-9 (Panegyricus), 2 (In Rufinum 
preface); Macrobius 1. 17. 50-63; Lactantius Placidus on Statius Thebaid 5. 531-3 and Achilleid 206-7; 
Sidonius Apollinaris Carniina 2. 152-5; Hesychius s.v. AeXfxjc, s.v. To^iov /iowoc; Isidore of Seville 
Etymologies 8.11.54, Olympiodorus on Phaedo pp. 201,240 Norvin; First Vatican Mythographer 1.37,2. 
12; Suda s.v. AeAfoi, s.v. UvOojvoc, Etymologicum Magnum s.v. HvOeb; schol. Homer Iliad 9. 405; 
Hypotheses to Pindar Pythians, a, c; Apostolius 15. 10; schol. Clement of Alexandria Protrepticus 3. 10, 
schol. Lucan 3.177,5.79,5.81,6. 407,Anecdotagraeca at Bachmann 1828: ii. 351. Principal iconography: 
LIMC Apollon 39f, 39n, 79, 81a, 200i, 215, 209, 222, 224, 238, 261a, 371, 373, 602, 993-1002, Apollon/ 
Aplu 10-11, Apollon/Apollo 38-40a, 52, 541, 56a, 61k, 197, 356, 375a, 482, 499a, 519, 551, Python 1-7. 
Discussions: Schreiber 1879, Turk 1884-1937, Fontenrose 1959, Geisau 1963, Kahil 1966, 1994, Bonier 
1969-86: i. 138-45 (on 1. 438-51), Lambrinudakis and Palagia 1984: 301-3, Sourvinou-Inwood 1987, 
Gantz 1993: 38, 88-9, Watkins 1995: 461-2, Gourmelen 2004: 377-80. 
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Fig. 1.4. Python challenges Leto, with babies Apollo and Artemis, between his cave and a 
spring. Lost Apulian red-figure neck amphora, early 4th century bc. LIMC Apollo 995. 
Drawing by J. H. W. Tischbein at Hamilton and Tischbein 1791-5: iii fig. 4. 



Fig. 1.5. Apollo Citharoedus with Python. Marble statue, Cyrene, 2nd century bc. British 
Museum BM 1380. ((^ The Trustees of the British Museum. 
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In the earliest literary text to tell the story, the Florneric Hymn to Apollo^ the 
relevant ‘Pythian’ portion of which is thought to have been composed shortly 
after 590 hc, the (unnamed) serpent is female, a drakainciy and emphatically 
characterized as such by being cast as the former nurse of Typhon/^"^ A (we 
presume) adolescent Apollo travels alone, looking for somewhere to found his 
oracular temple, and settles upon Delphi (Crisa). But when the temple is 
complete he encounters the drakainay who is projected as a typical drakdri- 
predator that has been making depredations upon a local population and its 
herds (‘slender-footed sheep’). Apollo accordingly slays her in the fashion of a 
typical drakon-sVayeVy with bow and poisoned arrow. Delphi acquires the 
byname Pytho from the rotting of her carcass. It is weakly implied that 
the drakaina has a lair in the region, presumably a cave of some sort, in which 
she has reared Typhon, and that this lair is adjacent to the Castalian spring, 
beside which Apollo kills her. The subsequent tradition has little interest in 
developing the drakaina variant, with the exception of two minor glosses. 
Plutarch tells that the oracle was once desolate and occupied by a fierce drakaina 
that fought Apollo. It was not the drakaina that had made the oracle desolate, 
but rather the desolation that had attracted the drakaina!'^^ Apollodorus tells 
that, when Typhon had stolen Zeus’ sinews, he wrapped them in a bearskin and 
concealed them in the Corycian cave, setting the drakaina Delphyne as guard 
over them (which Corycian cave: that in Cilicia or that on Parnassus?). 
However, the Homeric Hymn to Apollo was to fire a vigorous debate, perhaps 
initiated by playful Hellenistic poets, as to whether the Delphic serpent was a 
male Delphynes or female Delphyne, and this debate seems to have become 
something of a mytheme in its own right. Both Callimachus and the third- 
century ijc historian Meandrius (or Leandrius) of Miletus, if the seemingly 
confused scholia to Apollonius of Rhodes can be trusted, referred both to a 
male Delphynes and a female Delphyne (or Delphyna).^^ Apollonius himself 
found a suitably playful way to remain learnedly agnostic: the creature his 
beardless Apollo kills is referred to only in the ambiguous accusative form, 
Delphynen ...pelorioUy ‘the monster Delphyne(s)’."^^ The second-century ad 
Dionysius Periegetes was then to speak of a drakon Delphyne, attaching the 
female proper name to the masculine or common-gendered word.'^'^ And the 
seventh-century ad John of Antioch was to record an ancient debate as to 


Homeric Hymn (3) to Apollo 244-306 (esp. 300-6), 352-73; cf. Fontenrose 1959: 14; for the 
dating of the ‘Pythian’ portion of the hymn, see M. L. West 20031?: 10. 

Plutarch Moralio 414a, 988a. It is not clear how this should be integrated with Plutarch’s 
discussions of Python elsewhere. 

Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1. 6. 3; see Fontenrose 1959: 13-14, 94, 407-12. 

Callimachus F643 Pfeiffer, Leandrius of Miletus FGVf/492. At Callimachus Hymns 2, 100-1 and 
4. 90-4 we are given an unnamed male drakon. Cf. Fontenrose 1959: 14-15 n. 4. 

Apollonius Argonautica 2. 705-7. This same trick seems to have been played by later poets too: 
Melios, as cited at Tzetzes on Lycophron Alexandra 207y ... TreXcupiov; Nonnus Dionysiaca 13. 

28, AiX^xnnp’ h' cbdpacc€.. .'AttoXXiov. F’ontenrose 1959: 14-15 n. 4 conjectures that it was an 
ambiguous form of this sort that initially gave rise to debates over the sex of the Delphic serpent in 
the first place; this seems unlikely, given the long history of both the drakaina and the male Python in 
the tradition before our first attestation of either ‘Delphyne’ or ‘Delphynes’. 

Dionysius Periegetes 441-5, with Eustathius ad loc.; cf. Fontenrose 1959: 14-15 n. 4. 
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whether the Pythian festival celebrated a male drakon Delphynes or a heroine 
Delphyne.^^^ 

The male-counterpart di^akon Python first appears in the literary record in a 
fragment of Simonides, c.500 Simonides seems to have made wordplay 

between Apollo’s established epithet hekatoSy ‘far-shooting’, and hekaton, ‘hun¬ 
dred’, to suggest that Apollo fired a hundred arrows into Python.We have no 
indication of Apollo’s age or surroundings in the fragment as it survives. However, 
the canonical vignette, with Apollo as a babe in his mother Leto’s arms shooting a 
(male) drakoru was probably already in place by the late sixth century, the age of 
some fragmentary P^truscan terracotta acroteria from Veii, which include a 
woman carrying a male child and possibly a serpent, though the original relation¬ 
ship between the two figures is unknown.It was certainly in place by c.470-60 
BC, as we learn from a white-ground lekythos of this age.^^^'^ In his Iphigenia in 
Tauris of before 412 bc Euripides then supplies a full literary account of the stoiy. 
Leto brings her two babies to Delphi, where the drakon (unnamed) tends the oracle. 
Apollo kills the drakon from his mother’s arms and takes over the oracle from 
him.*^^^ In the early third centuiy bc Clearchus of Soli and Callimachus find in the 
tale of Apollo killing the male drakon from his mother’s arms the origin of the 
ceremonial cry hie hie paieon, supposedly a corruption of a phrase signifying ‘fire, 
fire [sc. your arrow], child’ or ‘fire, fire [sc. your arrow], strike [sc. the serpent] 

By the time of Ovid at least the two story-threads seem to have become fully 
merged: he gives us an adolescent Apollo firing a thousand arrows into a male 
Python, who is at once guardian of the oracle and a marauder of the local area.'^^^ 

The male and female variants of the tradition exhibit a further point of contact 
from an earlier stage in that a mother-and-son pair lurks behind them both. 
Python was a son of Earth, on whose behalf he guarded the oracle, at least from 
the time of Euripides’ description of him as a ‘huge monster of the Earth’, and it is 
likely that Pindar knew the same before this.’^^^ Ovid graphically projects the 


John of Antioch FHG iv. p. 539 PI. The masculine term Delphynes is found also at Hesychius s.v. 
schol. pAiripides Phocttissne 232-3 {SpnKomoc rov AcXffwvov)^ Sudd s.v. AiXfjyoi {tov AcX(l)X)\n]i’ 
SfmKovT(i), Apostolius 15. 10 

Simonides P'573 PMGVCampbell = Julian Letters 24. 

The natural reading of the fragment {apud Julian Letters 24, p. 236 Bidez-Cumont) implies that 
the name ‘Python’ did indeed appear already in Simonides: Pontenrose 1959: 15. Mowever some, e.g. 
Allen, Malliday, and Sikes 1936: 246 and Kahil 1994: 609 contend that it made its first appearance only 
in the overtly rationalizing work of Ephorus. 

LIMC Apollo/Aplu 10 = Leto/Letun 1 = Python 6; cf. Pallottino 1950, Gantz 1993: 88 with n. 40. 

‘ LIMC Apollon 993 = Leto 29a = Python 3; cf. also Leto 29b. An PAruscan mirror from (k'rveteri 
of the second hall of the 5th century iic shows both baby Apollo and baby Artemis, let down from their 
mother’s arms, holding their bows up to shoot a rearing Python: LIMC Apollon/Aplu 11 = Artemis/ 
Artumes 51 = Leto/Letun 2 = Python 5. A coin of Croton of 420-380 »c shows a baby Apollo firing his 
bow at Python from behind the tripod: LIMC Python 4. 

Euripides Iphigenia in Tauris 1234-57. 

Clearchus of Soli P64 Wehiii = Athenaeus 701 b-f; Callimachus Hymns 2. 97-104 and 4. 84-93, 
P643 Pf.; cf. also Aristonous lines 17-24 Powell (= Colin 1909-13 no. 191). The notion that Apollo 
killed Python as a babe in arms is also found in Lucan 5. 79-81. 

Ovid Metamorphoses 1. 434-60. 

Euripides Iphigenia in Tauris 1247; so too Plyginus Tabulae 140, Isidore of Seville Etymologies 8. 
11. 54. At Pindar P55 SM Earth wants Apollo thrown down into Tartarus as punishment for seizing the 
oracle by force. 
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serpent as an appropriately misshapen product of a sole-parent Earthd”^ 
Delphyne, meanwhile, was, as we have seen, the foster-mother of the serpent 
Typhon, and her name actually signifies 'Womb’. Typhon’s name, meanwhile, 
exhibits a metathetical relationship with that of Python (see further Ch. 4 for both 
these points). 

Python and Delphyne seem to have had different, gender-specific forms. The 
male Python is only ever represented, rationalizing narratives aside, as a pure 
drakon, in literature and art alike. Given his prominence in the literaiy record, 
he is bafflingly under-represented on vases.However, he came to flourish, 
strangely redivivus, as a stock attribute in the iconography of Apollo in the 
imperial period. In particular, he is often to be found integrated into the vertical 
supports for Apollo’s statues of this period, most typically winding around a 
tripod, tree-trunk, or pillar, as in the case of the British Museum’s Apollo 
Citharoedus of Gyrene (Fig. 1.5).’Of Delphyne, who might in theory be icono- 
graphically identifiable, if by no other means, by an association with an adolescent 
Apollo, no images are known whatsoever. But in the literary record Apollodorus 
makes it clear that she was an anguipede in combining the terms drakaina and 
hemither.. .kore, ‘half-beast girl’, in description of her.”^ Accordingly, she not 
only resembles in form another slain drakaina associated with Delphi, Lamia 
(Ch. 2), but also conforms with what may be recognized to be the standard early 
configuration for drakainai, this being found also in the early traditions relating to 
Echidna (Ch. 2), Scylla (Ch. 3), and Hecate (Ch. 7). More specific morphological 
details are few and far between. Euripides describes the drakon as ‘mottled- 
backed, dark-eyed’.”^ Statius’ dark-blue Python mysteriously turns green within 
little more than a hundred lines; when he tells us that the serpent gaped ‘with 
triple-cleft mouth/face (ore trisidcoY he presumably means to tell us that it had a 
traditional threefold (as opposed to fourfold) tongue.”'’ 

In literature the Delphic serpent is typically portrayed as of unimaginably vast 
size. The Homeric Hymn to Apollo describes the drakaina as ‘fat and huge’, 
Callimachus speaks of Python ‘wreath[ing] snowy Parnassus with nine coils’. 


Ovid Metamorphoses 1. 434-40; cf. Hyginus Fabulae 140. For the relationship between female 
monogenesis and deformity, cf. the traditions relating to Typhon and Hephaestus discussed in Ch. 2. 

' We have only: LIMC Python 1 (early 4th cent, uc; a superb image, but the vase is, alas, lost) and 3 
(c.470 ik;; where Python’s serpent form is indisputable but nonetheless strangely difficult to construe). 
L/yV/C Python 2 (= Apollon 998) is mistakenly taken to represent Python; in fact it represents Lamia 
(Ch. 2). 

"' It is difficult to pin down the origin of this conceit: although it can be associated with pose-types 
known or believed to derive from the late Classical period, pose-types and their vertical supports were 
evidently interchangeable. See LIMC Apollo 39f, 39n (Praxiteles’ Lycian Apollo, mid 4th cent, iic), 79 
(Leochares’ Apollo Belvedere, c.350-30() iic), 200i, 222 (the Apollo Citharoedus of Cyrene, pose based 
on a c.l50-100 hc original), 224, 238, 261a, 602, Apollon/Apollo 38 (pose based on mid 5th-cent. bc 
type?), 39, 40a, 52 (pose possibly based on a 4th-cent. bc original), 541 (Praxiteles again), 56a 
(Leochares again), 61k. Note also LIMC Apollon/Apollo 551, a badly worn imperial-period relief 
from Bordeaux that appears to show Python as a massive serpent arching around behind Apollo with 
his lyre. For the deployment of Python in this way as a symbol of Apollo’s divinatory art, see 
Lambrinudalds and Palagia 1984: 230-1. 

““ Apollodorus Bibliotheea 1. 6. 3; see F’ontenrose 1959: 13-14, 94. 

Euripides Iphigenia in Tauris 1245. 

Statius 'LhebaicI 1. 563 (blue), 565 (tongue), 711 (green). 
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whilst Ovid’s Python similarly covered a vast expanse of mountain, and ‘occupied 
so many acres with his pestilential belly’. Statius’ Python ‘embraced Delphi with 
seven black loops and grated the old oaks with his scales and at the same time’, 
and when unravelled in death extended ‘over a hundred acres of Cirrhaean 
territory’. Menander Idietor tells that Python occupied Mt. Parnassus so com¬ 
pletely that no part of the mountain could be seen beneath his coils. From the peak 
he would lift his head up into the ether. He would drain entire rivers when he drank, 
and cievour entire herds when he ate. For Isidore of Seville the serpent’s vast bulk 
was more terrifying than its venom.In art, as is always the case with drakontes 
and kete^ Python’s size varies greatly. He is seemingly shown at his largest on an 
early lekythos, c.470 bc, though the image is frankly difficult to decipher,*’^’ and 
then on a lost Apulian amphora of the earlier fourth century, on which his rampant 
head reaches almost to the height of the standing Leto’s (Fig. 1.4).^^^ 

What was the drakon s relationship with the oracle? It was usually held that the 
oracle had actually belonged to Python’s mother. Earth, that it was operated on 
her behalf by her daughter Themis (presumably anticipating the Pythia’s role) and 
guarded by her son Python. Such a notion is implicit in Pindar and explicit in 
Euripides, Ovid, and Apollodorus.^'^ A late-Hellenistic relief cup from Pergamum 
may show us Python with his mother or his sister at the oracle. Python is rampant 
beside the tripod, whilst a seated female figure offers him an egg with her left 
hand. She may represent Earth or Themis, or even, in a kaleidoscoping of the 
usual chronology, the Pythia.‘^‘^ But there were alternative traditions. The other 
images simply show Apollo shooting Python, without any female associate of the 
latter’s in the offing, and may thereby imply that Python operated the oracle 
simply for himself. Hyginus in due course presents Python as the sole owner and 
operator of the oracle.The older scholia to the Alexandra assert that Cronus 
was the promantis, ‘prior-prophet’, at Delphi, whilst the drakon was the hyster- 
omantis, ‘after-prophet’.Another tradition combines Python and Themis but 
pits them against each other; Menander Rhetor tells that Python effectively closed 
down the oracle of Themis by marauding and rendering it inaccessible to 
people.As for the drakaina, Plutarch holds, as we have seen, that she took 
over the oracle for herself upon finding it desolate. 


Homeric Hymn (3) to Apollo 302; Callimachus Hymn 4. 93 (cf. the Cyzicene epigram, Palatine 
Anthology 3. 6); Ovid Metamorphoses 1. 459-60; Statius I'hehaid 1. 568-9; Menander Rhetor Peri 
Epideiktikon 3. 17 pp. 441-2 Spengel; Isidore of Seville Etymologies 8. 11. 54. 

LIMC Apollon 993 = Leto 29a = Python 3 

LIMC Apollon 995 = Leto 31 - Python 1. 

Pindar P55 SM, Euripides Iphigenia in Tauris 1234-82, Ovid Metamorphoses 1. 434-60, 
Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1.4. 1. 'fhe notion found at Pausanias 10. 6. 6 and Aelian Varia Historia 3. 
1 that Python guarded the oracle simply for Earth may represent a simplification rather than a variant 
of this tradition. Aeschylus Eumenides 1-8, however, does indeed offer an idiosyncratic variant of this 
tradition in telling that Earth gave the oracle to her daughter 'fhemis, 'fhemis gave it to her sister 
Phoebe, and Phoebe gave it to her grandson Apollo; cf. Gantz 1993: 88-9. 

LIMC Apollon 999, with Lambrinudakis and Palagia 1984 ad loc. (preferring Earth). Eor the 
curious conjoining of Python with Pythia, cf. Lucian On Astrology 23. 

Thus Hyginus Eabtdae 140. 

Lycophron Alexandra 202-4, with schol. vet. 200. 

Menander Rhetor Peri Epideiktikdti 3. 17 pp. 441-2 Spengel. 

Plutarch Moralia 414a, 988a. 
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Only in some curious later attested traditions are we shown Python directly 
engaged in the prophetic process. In Lucian's Astrology a pre-Apolline (?) Pythian 
priestess is inspired by a drakon that speaks under her tripod and (no doubt for 
the sake of the dialogue’s immediate concerns) shares some sort of bond with the 
drakon in the stars.We have noted Python’s general tendency to coil around 
Apollo’s tripod in his imperial statuary, a pose Nonnus reflects in speaking, oddly, 
of a serpent coiling around the tripod of a now Apolline Pythia (a maenad 
snatches it up to tie into her hair).^“''’ The notion that Python had once 
wound around the Pythia’s tripod is probably implicit too in the tradition that 
the tripod of the Apolline Pythia was draped with the dead Python’s skin, or that it 
held his bones and teeth. The Suda speaks of women inspired to predict the 
future by the breath/spirit (pneuma) of a prophetic demon named Python and 
imagining themselves impregnated (metaphorically or literally?—Ch. 9) by their 
assocation with him.^^^ In the first instance the lexicographer is speaking, despite 
appearances, not of the Delphic serpent but of ‘ventriloquist’ demons, known as 
pythones or engastrimythoi}^^ Even so, the association of Python with breath 
intrigues. Lucian and the Suda together suggest a notion that just as it was 
sometimes believed that the Pythia was inspired by inhaling gaseous vapours 
from a chasm in the earth below her tripod, so it could also be believed that she 
was once inspired by the breath of the serpent as it coiled beneath her tripod. As 
we will see in Chapter 6, drakontes were held to possess breath of extraordinary 
pungency, and their breath could on occasion be compared with the exhalations of 
mephitic underworld passages. 

The tradition was uncertain as to whether the drakon inhabited the oracular 
chasm itself, or dwelled in a separate cave on Parnassus. When Apollodorus tells 
us that the drakon guarded the oracle and its chasm, he may suggest that the 
serpent dwelt in a cave at the site of the oracle. But when the chorus of Euripides’ 
Phoenissae refer to ‘the divine cave of the drakon in apostrophizing Parnassus 
they suggest that its cave was separate and distinct from the oracle. The scholia 
would subsequently assert, in elucidation, thcit one could see the cave of ‘Del- 
phynes’ under Parnassus.The early fourth-century bc image of a rampant 
Python defying Leto with her babes in arms suggests that the drakon had to divide 


Lucian On Astrology 23. 

‘Nonnus Dionysiaca 9. 547-72. 

Servius on Virgil Aerieid 3. 92, 260; cf. Ch. 4 for the omphalos as Python’s tomb. 4'he paradoxical 
and provocative Wonders beyond Thule of Antonins Diogenes (summarized at Porphyiy Life of 
Pythagoras 16; cf. Stephens and Winkler 1995: 136-7) contrived to claim that Python had rather 
slain Apollo and that the tripod was the god’s tomb. It was also claimed that Apollo was the son of 
Silenus, and that the tripod took its name from the fact that Apollo was lamented by the daughters of 
'I'riopas. Pontenrose 1959: 86-9, 381 is surely unjustified in using this text as the basis for the 
reconstruction of a genuine myth according to which Apollo was first killed by Python and restored 
to life by lamentation before going on to kill Python in turn. 

Suda s.v. lIvOojvoc; for the inspirational force of the Pythia as a pneuma see also Plutarch 
Moralia 438b. 

As is clear on comparison of Suda s.v. iyyacrplfivOoc. Por ventriloquist demons see further 
Aristophanes Wasps 1015-22 with schol. and Plato Sophist 252c with schol.; cf. Ogden 2()09u: 30-2. 

I'or the gaseous emanations see above all Plutarch Moralia 432d-435d {On oracles becoming 
obsolete). Oddly, some have recently been taking the notion seriously again: De Boer and Hale 2001. 

Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1.4. 1; Euripides Phoenissae 232, with schol. ad loc. 
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his attention between two sites: he stands directly before and guards a cave 
entrance; but the tall pile of rocks behind Leto resembles the established icono- 
graphic signifier for a spring of the sort inhabited and guarded by a serpent 
(Fig. 1.4; see Ch. 4). The oracle could have been associated with either one of 
them.^‘^^ Another view again is indicated by the notion that the wooden hut 
(skene) that the Delphians erected and burned at their Septerion festival repre¬ 
sented Python’s original nest.‘^“ 

What were the circumstances of the clash between Apollo and the male drakon'^ 
The tradition seems to know of three broad variants, attested in the following 
order. First, Apollo gratuitously killed Python in order to take control of his 
oracle. Euripides may already imply this, and the notion becomes explicit in one 
of Callimachus’ versions and in the accounts of others after him. It is credited to 
the ‘Theologians of Delphi’ by Plutarch.Secondly, Python made gratuitous 
depredations on the local population, and Apollo took on the role of cleansing 
hero. This notion is found explicitly in Ovid and Menander Rhetor, but must 
already underlie the rationalized Ephoran account, which presents the human 
Python-Drakon as a brigand terrorizing the local community, and Apollo’s killing 
of him as an act of cleansing popular with them (as in the case of the Homeric 
Hymns drakaina)P'^ Thirdly, Python, spurred on by Hera, gratuitously attacked 
Leto and her twin babies and paid the price for doing so. This version is first found 
in Clearchus, and frequently thereafter. A Cyzicene Epigram of 159 bc seems to 
imply (the language it uses is a little obscure) that Python more particularly 
aspired to rape Leto.^^^ Hyginus takes the chain of causation further back. 
Python’s prophetic abilities allowed him to understand that he was destined to 
be killed by the offspring of Leto, and for that reason he harried her in her 
pregnancy, but she was saved by Zeus, who ordered the North Wind to carry 
her off to Ortygia-Delos and into the care of Poseidon. Apollo, born on Delos, 
came of his own accord to Delphi four days later and killed Python (evidently 
attaining adolescence almost instantaneously).Macrobius’ Python actually 
attacks the cradles of Leto’s babies.^^* 

Flow did the drakon die? We are given a striking vignette of the death of the 
female serpent in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo. Apollo shoots her with his poison 


LIMC Apollon 995 = Leto 31 = Python 1. LIMC Apollon 993 = Leto 29a = Python 3 (f.475-50 
lic) also seems to show Apollo as babe in arms shooting Python before his cave. 

'Rphorus PGrH 70 P31b = Strabo C422-3, Plutarch Moralia 418a. 

Euripides Iphigcnia in Tauris 1234-57, Callimachus Hymns 4. 84-93, 2nd-century bc inscribed 
hymn from the Athenian treasury at Delphi at Colin 1909-13 no. 137 lines 21-4, Apollodorus 
Bibliotheca 1.4. 1, Plutarch Moralia 417f, Orosius 6. 15. 

Ephorus FGrH 70 E31b, Ovid Metamorphoses 1. 434-60, Menander Rhetor Peri EpideiktikCm 3. 
17 pp. 441-2 Spengel. 

Clearchus of Soli F64 Wehrli; Callimachus Hymns 2. 97-104 (a distinct version from that of 
Hymn 4), Lucan 5. 79-85 (where the child Apollo only discovers the oracle in the aftermath of the 
killing), Pausanias 10. 6. 6 (rationalized), Lucian Dialogues in the Sea 9, First Vatican Mythographer 1. 
37, schol. Clement of Alexandria Protrepticiis 3. 10 (cf. 4. 3), Tzetzes on Lycophron Alexandra 207 
(citing Helios). 

Cyzicene Epigram Palatine Anthology 3. 6. All depends on the meaning of cKvXdco here; cf. LSJ s. 
V. The lost relief to which the description corresponded is catalogued as LIMC Apollon 996. 

Hyginus Eabulae 140; cf. 53. 2. 

Macrobius 1.17. 50-2. 
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arrows: ‘And she, rent by harsh agonies lay gasping badly and rolling over the 
place. There was a loud and terrible cry. She writhed back and forth, again and 
again, through the wood, and she gave up her life, breathing it forth in the form of 
blood.’^^"'^ Compatibly, the dominant image of the death of Python is that of his 
gargantuan carcass transfixed by numerous arrows. He was so portrayed in a 
bronze sculptural group by the early fifth-century bc sculptor Pythagoras of 
Rhegium, as Pliny tells.On a later fifth-century Etruscan mirror baby Apollo 
shoots an arrow directly into Python’s mouth.Pythagoras’ may have been the 
image Callimachus had in mind when, in his second Hyrmiy he told Apollo, ‘You 
slew him, shooting one swift arrow after another, and the people shouted out “H/e hie 
paieon, fire (hiei) an arrow.”For Ovid, Apollo slew the serpent by weighing him 
down with a thousand arrows.The actual spot of Python’s death was disputed. 
Hesychilis places it at Nape (‘Vale’) in Delphi, but others put it much further afield, at 
Tempe, at the temple of Ptoan Apollo at Tegyra in Boeotia, or at Gryneia in Aeolis.^^^"^ 


THE SERPENT OF ARES, SLAIN BY CADMUS 

The canonical version of the myth of the Serpent of Ares (Figs. 1.6, 4.1) may be 
summarized as follows. Phoenician Cadmus came to Greece in search of his sister 
Europa, abducted by Zeus. But Apollo instructed Cadmus to follow a heifer and 
found a city wherever it threw itself down to rest, and it did so at the future site of 
Thebes. Cadmus wished to sacrifice the cow to Athene, and sent men to draw water 
from the adjacent spring. The spring was guarded by a serpent set at its post by 
Ares, which killed the men, and Cadmus duly killed it in revenge either with a rock, 
which he either dashed against the serpent’s head or threw at it, or with his sword. 
Following Athene’s advice, he sowed the serpent’s teeth in the ground and the 
Spartoi (‘Sown Men’) or indeed a crop of Giants sprang up, plant-like, from them. 
Cadmus was afraid and threw stones amongst them, whereupon they attacked each 
other until only five remained. To make restitution for the killing of the serpent, 
Cadmus was indentured to Ares for eight years. Zeus gave Harmonia, daughter of 
Ares and Aphrodite, to Cadmus as wife, and she bore him four daughters and a son. 
Later Cadmus and Harmonia moved to Illyria, where they became king and queen 


Homeric Hymn (3) to Apollo 3. 358-62. 

Pliny Natural History 34. 59 = LIMC Apollon 1002. IJMC Apollon 997, an imperial-period marble 
tripod stand originally I’rom Nablus (Neapolis) and now in the Istanbul archaeological museum depicts 
Leto standing with her grown twins and Python, his head hanging down and transfixed by a single arrow. 

LIMC Apollon/Aplu 11 = Artemis/Artumes 51 = Leto/Letun 2 = Python 5. 

Callimachus Hymns 2. 97-104. Cf. the two late 2nd-century bc inscribed hymns from the 
Athenian treasury at Delphi, Colin 1909-13 no. 137 lines 21-4 (‘how you took the prophetic tripod 
which the hostile drakon guarded, when you penetrated its coiling, spiralling form with your darts, 
until the beast, emitting many harsh hissings finally gave up its life’), no. 138 lines 25-30 (the phrases 
‘you slew with arrows’ and ‘a hissing’ sui*vive). 

Ovid Metamorphoses 1.457-60. For Lucan 5.79-85 the child Apollo unravelled Python with arrows. 
For Statius Thebaid 1.567 Apollo ‘spent all his arrows on numerous wounds’. Cf. also Hyginus Fabulae 140, 
Menander Rhetor Peri Epideiktikon 3. 17 pp. 441-2 Spengel, First Vatican Mythographer 2. 12. 

Hesychius s.v. To^iov /Jowoc; Plutarch Moralia 293c (Tempe), Pelopidas 16 (Tegyra), Servius on 
Virgil Eclogues 6. 72 (Gryneia). 
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Fig. 1.6. Cadmus slays the Serpent of Ares with a rock. Red-figure Paestan crater, c.330 bc. 
Musee du Louvre, Collection Durand 1825 K33. ^(j) RMN / Herve Lewandowski. 

of the Encheleis, whom they led into battle both against other Illyrian tribes and 
indeed against Greeks, and even against Delphi itself, before dying and being 
translated to Elysium. At some point in the course of their Illyrian period, Cadmus 
and Harmonia were themselves both transformed into serpents. 

The marriage between Cadmus and Harmonia is the earliest-attested part of 
this myth complex, being found already in the Theogony}'^^' Stesichorus’ reference 
in the earlier sixth century to Athene sowing the serpent’s teeth entails the 


Principal texts: Stesichorus FI95 PMG/Ciimpbell; Pherecydes ld^'22ab, 88 Fowler; Fiiripicles 
Phocnissae 238, 638-48, 657-75, 818-21, 931-41, 1010-11, 1060-6, 1315, (all with scholl.), Bacdmc 
1330-9, 1355-60, F930 (?); Hellaniciis FFla, 51, 96, Fowler; Palaephatiis 3-4; Apollonius Ar^otiautica 
3. 1176-90; Ovid Metamorphoses 3. 28-98 (the most expansive account); Apollodorus Bibliotheca 3. 4. 
1-2, 3. 5. 4; [Plutarch] On Rivers 2. 1; Myginus Pabulae 6, 148, 178, 274. 4; Pausanias 9. 10. 5, 
Philostratus Imagines 1. 18, Nonnus Dionysiaca 2. 669-78, 4. 348-463 (a good account of the light), 
5. 121-89,44. 107-18, 46. 364-7; Photius Lexicon and Siuia s.v. /CaS/teta vhay, schol. Pindar Pythian 3. 
88-91; First Vatican Mythographer 2. 48-9. Principal iconography: LLWC Flarmonia 1-7, llesperie 1, 
Kadmos i. 7-47, Vian 1963 pis. i-xii. Discussions: C. Robert 1920-6: i. 100-14, Fontenrose 1959: 
306-20, Vian 1963: 76-176, E. Vermeule 1971, Servais-Soyez 1981, Burn 1985, Collinge 1988, Paribeni 
1988, Tiverios 1990, Gantz 1993: 469-70, Gourmelen 2004: 381-400. 

Hesiod Theogony 933-7. 
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existence of some sort of serpent-slaying story at least. The earliest extant 
image of Cadmus’ serpent-slaying is probably the particularly fine but unfortu¬ 
nately damaged one found on a white-ground bowl by the Sotades Painter, dated 
to 470—50 BC. Here the slayer confronts a serpent coiling amid the greenery of a 
raised rock, which may well represent a spring. The figure of the slayer anticipates 
later ones of Cadmus in slaying mode, both in his overall configuration (his right 
hand is drawn back behind is body to launch what seems to be an elongated stone 
at the serpent) and in the pointed cap he wears. However, he also appears to 
brandish a club in his left hand, a weapon otherwise unassociated with Cadmus, 
and suggestive rather of Heracles.We have only a snapshot-fragment of 
Pherecydes’ c.454 bc account of the serpent-slaying, but this tells us that Pher- 
ecydes, anomalously in relation to the bulk of the subsequent tradition, with its 
rock, had Cadmus Icill the serpent with a sword. The earliest indisputable 
images of Cadmus fight against the serpent are found on a pair of vases of 
c.450-40 BC, roughly contemporary with Pherecydes therefore, and interestingly 
one of these gives him, like Pherecydes, a sword to brandish against the serpent, 
the other the rock that was to be the more usual weapon. The earliest rounded 
accounts of Cadmus’ killing of the Serpent of Ares are those of Euripides’ 
Phoeriissae of 409 bc and of Hellanicus, who wrote at some point towards the 
end of the fifth century. Despite this slow start, the Serpent of Ares is the single 
creature to which the term drakon is most consistently and frequently applied in 
all extant Greek literature up to the end of the fifth century bc (often in connec¬ 
tion with its teeth and the Spartoi).^^^ 


Stesiochorus FI95 PMG/Campbell. 

‘ ^ LIMC Kadmos i 13 = Archemoros 11 = Nemea 13 = Hesperie 1, with the discussions ad locc.. 
and principally I’lverios 1990: 877. The number of LIMC entries between which the image is shared 
testifies to the confusion and lack of consensus in the interpretation of it. For later images of Cadmus of 
similar configuration, see LIMC Kadmos i 23-6. It is not completely inconceivable that the image 
should represent Heracles, for he is found in other images fighting serpents that cannot be identified 
with his named and more established anguiform adversaries: see LIMC Herakles 2820-33 with 
Boardman 1990fi. Fache 2004: 115-17 unpersuasively argues that the cup portrays the slaying of the 
Nemean serpent. 

Pherecydes F88 Fowler; cf. also FF22ab Fowler. Cadmus kills the drakon with a rock at 
Hellanicus 1*96 Fowler, Euripides Phoenissae 663, 1060-5, schol. Euripides Phoenissae 662, 1062, 
Hyginus Fabulae 178, Nonnus Dionysiaca 4. 408-20 (Cadmus deals the decisive blow with a rock 
but finishes the serpent off with a knife); cf Ovid Metamorphoses 3. 59-94 (Cadmus throws a rock at 
the serpent to little effect and eventually kills it by pinning it to a tree with his spear). 

'Rock: LIMC Harmonia 1 = Kadmos i 15. Sword: LIMC Kadmos i 14 (sword; cf 29, 37, if 
relevant). 

'’■ HuripidesPtoissflf 238,638-48,657-75, 818-21.931-41, 1010-11, 1060-66,1315; Hellanicus 
FFla, 51, 96 Fowler. 

Pherecydes F88 Fowler may be the earliest such text (though we may not be able to trust the 
phraseology). Sophocles applies the term to the serpent twice in the Antigone: 126, where the Theban 
army as a whole is referred to metonymically as a drakon. the 'Fheban people supposedly being 
descended from the Cadmean drakon; and 1125, where the point is made more directly. Euripides 
applies the term to the Cadmean drakon no less than eight times in his Phoenissae: 657, 820, 931, 935, 
941, 1011, 1062a, 1315. Elsewhere Euripides five times refers to the Thebans as descended from the 
Cadmeian drakon: Bacchae 539, 1026, and 1155 (the first and last of which refer to Pentheus 
specifically). Suppliants 579, and Heracles 253. The historian Hellanicus, one of the first prose authors 
to employ the term drakon in any context, applies it to the Cadmean drakon twice: Fla and F51 Fowler. 
Note also (the 4th-cent. hc) Androtion FCrII 324 F37. 



Dmkon Fights: Drakontes Pure 


51 


The serpent was brother (half, at any rate) to Harmonia. According to Palae- 
phatiis, Apollodorus, and Hyginus the serpent was itself the child of Ares, as was 
she.^^^ Who was its mother? Euripides applies the epithet gegenes to it, which may 
imply that its mother was Earth, Ge, though the epithet need only be intended 
more loosely, or to evoke more indirectly the earth-born Spartoi, sown from the 
serpent’s teeth.A scholium to Sophocles’ Antigone recognizes Ares as the 
serpent’s father and preseiwes the unique information that the serpent’s mother 
was one Tilphossa Erinys. Erinyes certainly exliibit serpent affinities of their own 
(Ch. 7); it is less clear that the name Tilphossa is in itself also suggestive of a 
serpent. 

The visualization of the creature and its slaying is highly conservative. It is 
never spoken of or illustrated as anything other than a single-bodied massive 
snake, with or without beard and crest. Numbers of vases show the serpent in one 
of two noteworthy configurations. In some, beginning either from c'.470-50 bc (if 
we count the white-ground bowl mentioned above)or from c.400 bc, it lurks 
beside a growth of vegetation or a loose pile of rocks, both indicative of its spring 
(and perhaps too the source of the rock Cadmus throws at it; Fig. I.f ).^‘^^ In others, 
beginning c.440 bc, it arches up from behind and over a female figure that 
constitutes the embodiment of its spring (Ch. 4, with Fig. 4.1).^^^ Cadmus typic¬ 
ally approaches spring and drakon with one hand drawn back to launch the rock 
furnished by Athene, and his hydria in his other hand.^^"'^ Sometimes he bran¬ 
dishes a club (perhaps) or a sword instead of a rock, as we have seen. Sometimes 
he carries a spear or a pair of them, from c.400 bc.*^^^ On one burlesque vase of 
c'.420-400 BC an ithyphallic Cadmus appears to brandish rather a whip.^^‘ The 
only literary sources to offer portraits of the serpent of any distinctiveness are 
Ovid and Nonnus. Ovid’s cave-dwelling serpent is swollen with venom and can 
Idll with its toxic breath alone; it boasts a golden crest, eyes that flash with fire, 
three tongues, and triple rows of teeth, and its scales form a metallic blue-black 
hide.*^^ Nonnus’ drakon has a shaggy crest and a spangled back {aiolonotos). It 
kills several of Cadmus’ men by biting them on the chest, in the liver, in the eye, 
and on the foot. Its green, frothing venom shoots to its victim’s brain, which 
instantly melts and pours out down his nostrils. It attempts to bring Cadmus 
down by coiling around his legs.^^*^ 


Palaephatus 3, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 3. 4. 1, Hyginus Fabulae 178. However Diodorus, in a 
typically rationalizing account, denies that Harmonia was the daughter of Ares. 

Euripides Phoenissae 931. 

Schol. Sophocles Antigone 126: iyeyovci 6 SpuKo)}' 'Apccoc kui TlX(Ihocci)c ’Epivvoc. Tilphossa: 
pace Eontenrose 1959: 308. 

LIMC Kadmos i 13 = Archemoros 11 = Nemea 13 = Hesperie 1. 

LIMC Harmonia 2-7, Kadmos i 20-7. 

‘ LIMC Harmonia 1, 3-4, Kadmos i 9, 18. 

LIMC Harmonia 1, 4-5, 7, Hesperie 1, Kadmos i 15, 21; cf. Kadmos i 31. 

LIMC Harmonia 3, 4, 7, Kadmos i 9, 23, 26. 

LIMC Kadmos i 20; however, Tiverios 1990 ad loc. reads the weapon rather as a spiral sword. 

Eontenrose 1959: 311 suggests that Ovid’s three tongues and a triple row of teeth may salute the 
notion that the serpent had heads in other accounts. The serpent coils in its cave in LIMC Kadmos i 21 
(c.375 nc, unillustrated). 

Nonnus Dionysiaca 4. 356-420. 
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The denouement of Cadmus’ story is as mysterious as it is compelling. In 
Euripides’ Bacchae Dionysus tells Cadmus that he and his wife will be turned 
into drakonteSy that they will together drive a chariot drawn by calves, to lead 
barbarians. They will sack many cities with an unnumbered army, but make a 
wretched return home for themselves when they raid the oracle of Apollo. Ares 
will, however, save them both and establish a life for them in the Land of the 
Blessed.The only direct description of the transformation is that offered by 
Philostratus as a decorative detail in an ecphrasis of a painting of the climactic 
scene in the Bacchae: ‘And there [sc. on Cithaeron] are Harmonia and Cadmus, 
but they are not as they were. For they are becoming serpents up to their thighs 
and they are already covered in scales. Gone are their feet, gone are their buttocks, 
and the transformation of their form is creeping up their bodies. They are 
astonished and embrace each other as if trying to hold onto what remains of 
their bodies, so as not to be deprived of them.’^^^'’ The configuration described here 
is that of anguipedes: is this in fact their final form, or will the scales continue their 
progress up their bodies to transform them into pure drakontes'^ A Euripidean 
fragment from an unknown play seemingly described a transformation in similar 
terms: ‘Alas, half of me becomes a drakon, child. Embrace what is left of your 
father!’ Perhaps the speaker was Cadmus, as Seaford conjectures. 

Philostratus has to locate the transformation in Thebes to meet the demands of 
the foreshortened narrative required by ecphrasis, but Euripides and the other 
literary sources, all awkwardly allusive, appear to be compatible with the following 
sequence of events: Cadmus and Harmonia are exiled to Illyria where they involve 
themselves in a war between the tribes, becoming king and queen of the Encheleis 
(the ‘Eel people’) in the process. At that point they are both (appropriately for 
context) transformed into serpents,and they then undertake the expedition 
leading the Encheleis against Greece in their calf-drawn chariot.Back in Illyria 
they undergo a second transformation at the point of death, now into stone 
serpents, and these stone serpents are considered to be the markers of their 


Euripides Bacchae 1330-9; cf. also 1355-60 {drakon, drakaina). Dodds 1960 on the 1330-9 
passage well describes this prediction as ‘bizarre’; cf. Buxton 2008: 59-63. Note also the disembodied 
voice making a similar prediction at Ovid Metamorphoses 3, 98: ‘You too will be gazed at in the form of 
a serpent.’ 

Philostratus1. 8. 

Euripides E930 TrGF. Seaford 1996 on 1330-2. For the potential origin of another of Philo¬ 
stratus’ vignettes in a lost tragedy of Euripides, see Ogden 2008rt: 85-7. 

Hyginus Vabulae 6: ‘were turned into snakes in the region of Illyria’. Apollodorus Bibliotheca 3. 
5. 4: ‘Cadmus left 'I’hebes with Harmonia and went to the Encheleis. 'Fhe Illyrians were making war on 
them, but the god prophesied that they would beat them if they had (Cadmus and Harmonia as their 
leaders. 'Fhe lincheleis were persuaded and so made them their leaders against the Illyrians, and 
conquered them. Cadmus became king of the Illyrians. After this Cadmus turned into a serpent 
(drakon), together with Harmonia, and was sent by Zeus to the Elysian field.’ 

Herodotus 5. 61, 9. 43, publishing c.425 nc, knew that the Encheleis had sacked Delphi; cf. 
Hecalaeus BGrll 1 F103. 

I'his final transformation is anticipated at Nonnus Dionysiaca 5. 121-5, 44. 107-18 and 46. 
364-7. In the middle passage Cadmus and Harmonia’s eventual fate ‘at the mouth of the Illyrian sea’ is 
foreshadowed during their 'Fheban days (cf. Philostratus?) when a pair of gentle serpents (rneilichios, 
drakon) coil around the heads of Cadmus and Harmonia, ‘spitting friendly venom’ (!) and are then 
turned to stone garlands by Zeus. 


53 


Drakon Fights: Drakontes Pure 

tombs at the mouth of the Illyrian gulf.‘^^ But their souls, anguiform still, are 
translated to the Elysian plane.It is noteworthy and indeed puzzling that there 
are no known iconographic representations of Cadmus and Harmonia in serpent 
form,^^" though we do have representations of a humanoid Cadmus and Harmo¬ 
nia riding in their calf-drawn chariot—and so presumably leading the Illyrians 
against Greece—in black-figure vases of the 510-490 bc period. Sasel Kos and 
others have historicized the traditions of the anguiform Cadmus and Harmonia in 
Illyria, to find in them the refractions of a local serpent cult. She contends that this 
cult is attested again by a Severan-period altar from Skopje carrying a Latin 
dedication by the slave Epitynchanus to ‘Ji-ipher and Juno and Dracco and 
Draccena and Alexander’. This seems something of a stretch. We will return to 
this inscription, as mysterious as it is fascinating, in Chapter 

What is the motivation for the serpent-transformation? Nonnus implies that 
Cadmus’ transformation resulted, appropriately enough, from an anguished curse 
made by Ares as Cadmus slew his drakon}^^ However, he also implies, and the 
First Vatican Mythographer is more explicit about this, that Harmonia was rather 
transformed by virtue of the power of her golden necklace. This was made by 
Hephaestus and given to her by Aphrodite on her wedding day; it took the form of 
an arnphisbaena, a double-headed snake, devouring an eagle from both sides. 
We shall return to the relationship between the Serpent of Ares and Cadmus’ own 
serpent-transformation in Chapter 4, where we will also give further consideration 


[Scylax] Periplus 24 (4th cent, bc) speaks of‘the [sc. anguiform?] stones {lithoi) of Cadmus and 
Harmonia’ at the Rhizous river in Illyria (Bocche di Cattaro). Callimaclius PI 1 Pfeiffer seems to have 
told that Harmonia’s tomb on the Illyrian coast was graced by a stone snake, ophis, but the reading is 
uncertain. Eratosthenes apud Stephanus of Byzantium s.v. Avppdxiov knew that Cadmus and Harmo¬ 
nia had been buried in the region of Durrachium, and that their tombs (i.e. the prominent stone 
serpents?) could be seen in his own day adjacently to the rivers Drilon and Aoos (Drim and Vijose). 
Apollonius Rhodius Argonautica 4.516-18 (with schol. ad loc.) locates Harmonia’s tomb by ‘the 
Illyrian river.’ Phylarchus PGrH 81 P39 refers to a monument to or tomb of Cadmus and Harmonia 
near Illyrian Cylices. 

The garbled Pindar scholia to Pythian 3.88-91 probably reflect an account (the traditions of the 
poets and the mythographers are cited) compatible with this: ‘they took up residence on the Elysian 
plane on a chariot of serpents’ {KarcpKrjcav eV tw ’HXuclw TreSup cttI SpaKovnov apfiuToc). However, this 
phrase as it stands ought rather to indicate that Cadmus travelled on a chariot drawn by serpents (as 
Medea did), much as another late source tells us that they rode ‘on a yoke of oxen’ {Etymologicum 
Magnum s.v. BovOdry. eVi ftocov r,€vyovc). It is not clear what we should make of Conon s asseition 
(Photius Bibliotheca cod. 186 §37) that Cadmus and Harmonia were transformed rather into lions. 

I can see nothing in any of these traditions to justify the belief of Dodds 1960 on Euripides Bacchae 
1330-9 and Gourmelen 2004: 393-400 that Cadmus and Harmonia functioned as oikouroi opheis for 
4’hebes (cf. Ch. 10 for the Athenian oikouros ophis). 

Pace 'Piverios 1990 at LIMC Kadmos i 47, Philostratus Imagines 1.18 need not have been based 
on any actual iconographic tradition. 

LIMC Harmonia 9 = Kadmos i 45, Harmonia 10 = Kadmos i 44. This may already .salute the 
folk-etymology that derived the name of the city of Bouthoe, modern Budua in Montenegro, from bon-, 
‘ox’: Etymologicum Magnum s.v. BovOor]: ‘An Illyrian city. It has been said that Cadmus founded the 
city after leaving Thebes and quickly arriving amongst the Illyrians on a yoke of oxen.’ 

Beaumont 1936: 196-7 and Dodds 1960 on Bacchae 1330-9, Sasel Kos 1991 (with text of the 
inscription at 187). Dracco and Draccena correspond to the Greek words (names) drakon and 
drakaina. 

Nonnus Dionysiaca 4. 416-20. 

Nonnus Dionysiaca 5. 135-89, First Vatican Mythographer 2. 49. 
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to the significance of the spring of Dirce guarded by the drakon, and to the 
significance of Cadmus’ use of a rock to kill it. 


THE SERPENT OF NEMEA, SLAIN BY THE SEVEN 
AGAINST THEBES 

The myth of the slaying of the drakon of Nemea (Fig. 1.7), which formed an 
aetiology for the Nemean games, may be summarized thus in its canonical form: 
Hypsipyle, daughter of king Thoas of Lemnos, gave hospitality to Jason as he 
passed through in his quest for the golden fleece, conceiving two sons by him, 
another Thoas and a Euneus, whom Jason took off with him as he headed on for 
Colchis. After the Argonauts’ departure Hypsipyle was captured by pirates and 
sold into slavery to Lycurgus (or Lycus, Euphetes), king of Nemea and priest of 
Nemean Zeus. He and his wife Eurydice (or Nemea, Creusa) had a precious late- 
born son, Opheltes. Lycurgus asked Delphi how best to protect his son and was 
told that he should not be put down on the ground before he could walk. The 
couple entrusted him to Hypsipyle as nurse. As the Seven against Thebes were 
passing through Nemea en route to their goal, and found themselves thirsty or in 
need of water for sacrifice, they met Hypsipyle with her charge and asked her if she 
could get them water. She agreed to get them some from the spring of Langia, 
putting the baby down in the parsley as she did so, whereupon he was killed by the 
serpent, itself sacred to Zeus, that guarded the spring. The serpent either killed 
him deliberately, by devouring, envenoming, or constricting him, or accidentally, 
with a flick of its tail. In its turn the serpent was killed by Amphiaraus or Adrastus 
or Hippomedon and Capaneus. Eurydice attempted to kill Hypsipyle in revenge 
for the death of her son, but she was saved either by Adrastus or by her own 



Fig. 1.7. The Serpent of Nemea devours the child Opheltes-Archemorus as he makes 
appeal to his nurse Hypsipyle. Red-figure Paestan crater, fragment, c.360 bc. Bari Museum 
3581 = LIMC Archemorus 2. Redrawn by Eriko Ogden. 






Drakon Fights: Drakontes Pure 


55 


rediscovered sons, Thoas and Euneus. Adrastus organized a different form of 
restitution: he established the Nemean Games in memory of the dead child, with 
victory wreaths made of parsley. The Seven themselves took the victories in 
the various competitions of the initial meeting. The seer Amphiaraus renamed 
the dead boy Archemorus, ‘Beginning of death’, because he foresaw that his death 
was the first of the many the Seven would encounter in the course of their Theban 

177 

venture. 

The topography of the Opheltes episode is easy to relate to the archaeological 
discoveries in the vale of Nemea, amongst which feature, the (Hellenistic) stadium 
apart,the temple of Zeus together with its adjacent cypress grove,the 
enclosure surrounding the tomb of Opheltes-Archemorus and its attendant 
altars,and a vigorous spring, channelled through rock-cut tunnels to bath¬ 
houses, which must surely be Langia.’^^ 

The Nemean Games commenced in 573 bc and this, presumably, constitutes 
the terminus post quern for the development of the Opheltes-Archemorus story. 

It had evidently achieved its familiar form by the point, somewhere between 
500 and 450 bc, when Bacchylides spoke of the picked men of the Argives 
competing in honour of Archemorus, whom an enormous yellow-glancing 
(i.e. fiery-eyed?) drakon slew as he slept, in a portent of the coming death. 
Two lacunose fragments of Euripides’ Hypsipyle of c.410-407 bc cast flickering 
light on the encounter with the drakon in that play. The first, from an establishing 
scene, explains that a drakon of fierce gaze and shaking crest lives adjacently to 


‘ Principal texts: Bacchylides Epitiicians 9. 10-14; Euripides Hypsipyle FF752-69 TrGF, esp. F754a 
TrGf = F18 Bond, F757 TrGE = F60 Bond; Palatine Anthology 3. 10 (Cyzicene), 9. 357; Statius Thcbaid 
4. 642-5. 753 esp. 5. 505-87, with Lactantius Placidus ad locc., esp. on 4. 717; Apollodorus Bibliotheca 
3. 6. 4; Pausanias 2. 15. 2-3; Hyginus Fabulae 74, 273. 6; Sei-vius on Virgil Eclogues 6. 68, schol. Pindar 
Nemeans 8. 85 and hypotheses 1-5; schol. Clement of Alexandria Protrepticus 2. 34. Principal 
iconography: LIMC Archemoros passing Hypsipyle i 2-9, Nemea 13-15, Septem 12-20; Simon 1979: 
38-44 figs. 5-12; Cockle 1987 pi. i; Miller 1990: 27-9 figs. 7-8; Doffey 1992, Pache 2004: 116-34 figs. 
19-37. Discussions: C. Robert 1920-6: iii. 933-6, Bond 1963, Simon 1979, Piilhorn 1984, Cockle 1987, 
E. Vermeule 1987: 141, Miller 1990, Gantz 1993: 345-6, 511, Krauskopf 1994, Boulotis 1997, Collard, 
Cropp, and Gilbert 2004: 169-258, Pache 2004: 95-134. 

Miller 1990:171-91, 2001. 

Pausanias 2. 15. 2-3; Miller 1990: 157-9, Birge, Kraynak, and Miller 1992: 85-98, 

Pausanias 2. 15. 2-3; Miller 1990: 104-10 and figs. 34-6, 2002. 

Miller 1990: 110-17,179, with figs. 37-8. Birge, Kraynak, and Miller 1992: 220-32 with figs. 313, 
315-16. 

Y/e cannot know whether the episode was to be found in the Greek Tliebaidy which might (or 
might not) have been composed after 573 bc: M, L. West 2003b: 7, Collard, Cropp, and Gilbert 2004: 
177. The earliest temple of Zeus at Nemea seems, compatibly, to have derived from the mid 6th century 
bc: Miller 1990: 58-62, 131-2. 

Bacchylides EpiniciailS 9. 10-14: ^avOoScpicrjc . . . SpaKcov vnepoTrAoc . . . cdfia ^uXAovtoc (I)ovov. 

1 read awreuorra and construe it to mean ‘sleep’; discussion at Cairns 1998 and at Pache 2004: 98-9 
(the latter highly speculative). For the significance of the name Archemorus, see also Euripides 
Hypsipyle F757 TrGE, schol. Pindar Nemeans hypothesis 3, schol. Clement Protrepticus 2. 34. Other 
early allusions to ancillary parts of the tale (but not the serpent itself) may or may not antedate 
Bacchylides’ lines. Simonides F553 PMGVCampbell = Athenaeus 396e: ‘They wept for the milk-sucking 
child of Eurydice, breathing out his sweet soul’ (Pache 2004: 96, again speculatively, contends that this 
phraseology means that Simonides’ serpent constricted Opheltes). Pindar Nemeans 8. 50-1 and 10. 28 
tells that Adrastus established the Games before going on to fight the Cadmeians. Aeschylus’ Nemea 
IT 49a TrGE tells told that the Nemean Games were held for Archemorus the son of Nemea. 
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and guards a shaded spring. In the second Amphiaraus defends Hypsipyle before 
Eurydice. He tells how he asked her to guide him to water for sacrifice, how the 
drakon attacked Opheltes and embraced him in its coils, and how he killed it with 
the cast of a javelin. He asks to be allowed to bury the body, and declares that 
(presumably in conjunction with the burial) he will initiate games that will perpetu¬ 
ate his memory.The only expansive literaiy account of the drakon-slaying to 
survive is that of Statius. His enormous serpent kills Opheltes unknowingly with a 
swish of its tail, leaving a broken and bloody body behind it. Hippomedon and 
Capaneus, summoned by Hypsipyle’s wail of grief, attack the creature: the rock cast 
against it by Hippomedon (a la Cadmus) is ineffectual, but Capaneus is able to drive 
his spear into its mouth; it cuts out the serpent's tongue and smashes through its 
brain and crest.The instability in the tradition’s identification of the serpent’s 
slayers is curious; and indeed Apollodorus makes Adrastus the serpent’s killer. 

It is only in the mid fourth century bc that the Nemean serpent enters the 
iconographic record, but the earliest image, that found on a c.360 bc red-figure 
Paestan bowl in Bari, is eloquent, for all its fragmentary nature (Fig. 1.7). Here a 
superb, large-eyed serpent (without crest or beard) coils up over an altar and takes 
the entirety of baby Opheltes’ right arm into its mouth. The baby kneels on the 
ground, legs splayed, and raises his free left arm in a plea for help to his nurse 
Hypsipyle, the bottom of whose dress we can see.^^^ The baby’s configuration 
closely resembles that in which he is represented in a small Hellenistic bronze 
votive discovered at the site of Nemea itself: he Icneels and raises an arm in alarm, 
but this time his right one. Although the votive was discovered in a disturbed 
archaeological context, it almost certainly originated in the enclosure (peribolos) 
of Opheltes.The splayed-kneeling posture with a single arm raised over the 
head is strongly reminiscent of the canonical depiction of the Heracliscus, baby 
Heracles, as he grapples with the two serpents sent to kill him, though in the case 
of Heracles the arm is raised not in alarm or appeal but in the course of grappling 
with one of the snakes, which is thus lifted aloft. The relatively prolific Heracles 
images of this type precede this first Opheltes image by over a century,*and we 


1754a TrGF = F18 Bond (with Bond 1963: 97-8); 1757 TrGF = I'60 Bond. For a general 
reconstruction of the play s action, see Bond 1963: 7-20; he holds that schol. Pindar Nenienns 
hypothesis 2 preserves something close to a summary of it. For the play’s date see Collard and Gilbert 
2004: 183. 

Statius Thebaid 5. 505-606. 

Apollodorus Bibliotheca 3. 6. 4. 

LI MG Archemoros 2 = Hypsipyle i 2; cf. also Simon 1979: 37-9 (with a good illustration in 
fig. 6), Pache 2004: 117-18. 

Nemea Museum BR671 = Miller 1990: 27-8 and fig. 7 = Pache 2004: 135 fig. 37. Note also the 
undated terracotta, Nemea Museum TC 117 = Miller 1990: 29 and fig. 8, 2002: 242 fig. 4 = Pache 2004: 
135 fig. 36, discovered in the periobolos of Opheltes. According to Miller (followed by Pache), this 
represents a seated baby boy holding a mask to his fitce ‘in a gesture of chthonic significance’. 1 suspect 
that this statuette has been misinterpreted, and that it represents a crude version of the image presented 
in the Hellenistic statuette. The boy does not wear a mask, but his face has been crudely modelled. 'Fhe 
raised right arm does not hold the supposed mask up, but calls for help. It is unfortunate that the LIMC 
entry on Archemorus was not able to include these items. Also found in the peribolos was a damaged 
statuette of a woman (Flypsipyle? Euiydice?) clutching a child to her bosom, Nemea Museum SS 3. 

I'he key examples (with dates supplied here for the earlier pieces) are: LIMC Herakles 1600, 1606, 
1608, 1624-7, 1638, 1650 = Alkmene 8 (c.480 bc), 1651 (c.475 bc), Alkmene 11 (c.460-450 bc). 
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can only conclude, with Woodford, that Opheltes borrowed this aspect of his pose 
from him, a small dignity in death. 

An Apulian volute crater from Ruvo of c.350 bc by the Lycurgus Painter, in the 
Hermitage, gives us a somewhat adolescent-looking Opheltes, supine in death, 
with a distraught Hypsipyle running to him, whilst the serpent, crested, coils 
round a tree growing from a pile of loose stones, indicative of the spring. It is 
attacked by warriors from either side, one brandishing a sword, the other a 
spear—Hippomedon and Capaneus perhaps—whilst two further warrior-figures, 
perhaps Adrastus and Amphiaraus, direct the attack from the sidelines.Some 
fine imperial-period relief sarcophagi depict Opheltes in the constricting clutches 
of the serpent. On one of these, a c.l60 ad Attic sarcophagus in Corinth, Opheltes 
is portrayed again in a configuration strongly reminiscent of the Paestan bowl. He 
kneels on the ground, his legs splayed in identical fashion, and raises his right arm 
in alarm before the feet of Hypsipyle, as a more modestly sized serpent coils around 
his left arm and his neck. A warrior runs to the rescue with his sword.In two 
further sarcophagus reliefs, one a particularly fine example of the early Antonine 
era, the serpent grips Opheltes’ central torso in its coils and lifts him, upside down, 
fully off the ground. His two arms hang down in such a way as to recall the more 
conventional raised-arm gesture of the upright Opheltes. In the fine relief the 
serpent is attacked by two warriors, both brandishing spears, whilst a distraught 
Hypsipyle (or Eurydice), her hair loose and rent in mourning, looks on.^'^"^ 

In the iconography the serpent is never portrayed as anything other than a 
single-bodied snake of huge size, with or without crest and beard. Statius is the 
only literary source to give us a detailed description of the creature. It has a bluish 
fire in its eyes, its mouth foams with a green venom. Like Ovid’s Serpent of Ares, it 
has three tongues and three rows of teeth, and a crest rising from a golden 
forehead. In a cryptic comment Lucian suggests that the pantomimes of the 
high Roman empire liked to act out ‘the Nemean story, that of Hypsipyle and 
Archemorus’. Did the serpent appear on stage and, if so, in what form?^^^ 


Woodford 1988; 832. 

L/MC Archemoros 8 = HypvSipyle i 3 = Neniea 14 = Septem 13. In LIMC Archemoros 9 = Septem 
15 the seated Hypsipyle (or Hurydice) laments the dead Opheltes on her lap, flanked hy a pair of 
warriors who comfort her or reason with her. 

LIMC Archemorus 7 = Adrastos 14. Compare also the somewhat damaged tomb relief L/MC 
Archemoros 6 = Hypsipyle i 8 = Septem 20, of c. ad 150-60 , in which Opheltes again kneels in splayed 
fashion, though he does not raise an arm. Most of the constricting serpent is lost, but enough survives 
to indicate that it was of substantial size. A warrior attacks the serpent with his sword from behind 
the boy. 

LIMC Archemoros 4a = Hypsipyle i 4 = Septem 17 (late Flavian; a better reproduction at Pache 
2004: 125 fig. 25) and Archemoros 5 = Hypsipyle i 6 = Septem 18 (Antonine). Note also the early 
imperial red jasper intaglio, LIMC Archemoros 1, in which a serpent entwines a boy whose body it 
holds horizontally. Again, the boy projects one arm forwards in his constricted state. Note further the 
Flavian fresco from Herculaneum LIMC Archemoros 3 = Septem 16 = Simon 1979: 39 fig. 6, though 
given its damaged state it is difficult to determine the configuration of Opheltes. Under Hadrian, Lucius 
Verus, Caracalla, and Julia Domna (2nd-3rd cent, ad) Argos and Corinth issued coins featuring 
Opheltes in the grip of the serpent, with Hypsipyle standing beside, and similar imageiy is also found 
on a 4th-century ad Roman contorniate, LIMC Hypsipyle 11-12, Pache 2004: 128 figs. 28-31. 

L/yVfC Archemoros 1-7 (incorporating Hypsipyle i 2, 4-8, Septem 12, 16-20). 

Lucian On Dance 44. 
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The slaying of the Nemean serpent was closely aligned with the slaying of the 
Nemean Lion by Heracles, that distinguished slayer of other anguiform creatures. 
Indeed Servius was familiar with the notion that the games were founded rather as 
a response to Heracles' killing of the lion.*^^ Nothing tells us that the Nemean 
Lion was in any way anguiform in itself, though it was, as Hesiod tells, the 
offspring of the anguipede Echidna and the serpent-tailed dog Orthus, who was 
in turn the offspring of the same Echidna and the anguipede Typhon, and brother 
to the serpent-bedecked Cerberus.Interestingly, the first-century ad (?) Alex¬ 
ander of Myndus told that Heracles deployed a pet earthborn drakon of his own in 
his fight against the Nemean Lion.'^^ 


THE SERPENT OF COLCHIS, SLAIN OR TRICKED 
BY JASON AND MEDEA 

The reconstruction of the earlier version of the myth of the Colchis drakon 
(Figs. 1.8, 5.2) must remain conjectural. Probably, Aeetes set the taking of the 
fleece from the drakon that guarded it as a trial for Jason. Jason faced the drakon 
alone, but was impregnated against it by the invincibility lotion of Aeetes’ 
daughter Medea. Thus, although the drakon was able to swallow him, it could 
not devour him, and had to regurgitate him, whereupon he was able to kill it by a 
means not revealed. In the later, canonical, version Jason stole the fleece rather 
behind Aeetes’ back and with the more hands-on help of Medea, who now 
deployed her drugs to send the unsleeping drakon to sleep, and in some cases 
then to be slain. 

1 he earliest certain evidence for the Colchis drakon is also the most magnifi¬ 
cent, the Duris cup of c.480-470 bc, on which Jason’s upper body (he is named) 
projects from the mouth of a superbly detailed drakon; the fleece hangs in a tree 
behind and Athene looks on (Fig. 1.8).“^^^ However, a series of similar images. 


Servius on Virgil Georgies 3. 19. The case that this connection was already being made in the 3rd 
century bc, on the basis of Callimachus’ Victory of Berenice (published at Parsons and Kassel 1977) and 
Euphorion F84 Powell = 107 Lightfoot {= Plutarch Moralia 677a), is dismissed by Miller 1990: 25, 
Maehler 1997: 143-5, Pache 2004: 199, 201. Schol. Pimhr Nemecins hypotheses 4-5 attempt to arbitrate 
between the two traditions by giving Heracles the role of reformer of the already-established games. 

Hesiod Iheogony 306-32; the Nemean Lion is vaguely associated with serpents at Pausanias 
1. 27. 9. 

Photius Bibliotheca cod. 190, 147b 22-8. 

Principal texts: Pindar Pythian 4. 242-50; Pherecydes F31 Fowler; FAiripides Medea 480-2, 
Hypsipyle F752f TrGP lines 19-25 (F Lii.24 Bond, p. 26); Naupactica FF6, 8 West; Herodorus FF52-4 
Fowler; Apollonius of lUiodes Argonautica 4. 123-66; Diodorus Siculus 4. 48; Ovid Metamorphoses 7. 
149-58; Valerius Flaccus Argonautica 8. 54-121; Martial 12. 53; Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1. 9. 23; 
Hyginus Vabulae 22; Orphic Argonautica 887-1021. Principal iconography: LIMC Argonautai 20-1, 
lason 22-54, Medeia 2-4. Discussions: Heydemann 1886, Jessen 1914, C. Robert 1920-6: iii. 794-6, 
Sechan 1927, Lesky 1931, Simon 1954, Zinserling-Paul 1979, Vojatzi 1982: 87-94, C. King 1983, 
Braswell 1988: 6-23, Neils 1990, M. Schmidt 1992, Gantz 1993: 358-60, Clauss and Johnston 1997, 
Isler-Kerenyi 2000, Mastronarde 2002: 47. 

LIMC lason 32. 
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Fig. 1.8. The Serpent of Colchis disgorges an indigestible Jason before the golden fleece. 
Athene attends. The Duris Cup, Attic red-figure cylix, c.480-470 bc. Vatican, Museo 
Gregoriano 16545 = LIMC lason 32. © Vatican Museums and Galleries, Vatican City, 
and the Bridgeman Art Library, London. 

albeit without name or fleece, may illustrate the same scene, the earliest of these 
being a Corinthian pair of the late seventh century The scene corresponds 

to nothing in the preserved literary record for the myth, but offers two possibilities 
for reading. One is that the drakon contrived to swallow or hcilf-swallow Jason 
before he fought his way out of its mouth again, or was disgorged by it for 
some other reason. The other is that Jason deliberately fed himself to the massive 
drakon in order to kill it by hacking his way out of it from within, as Heracles did 
with the ketos of Troy.^^“ The former alternative should be preferred: Jason’s 
weaponless, unresisting, and possibly bedraggled state suggests that he 
has already been fully swallowed, and that he is now on his way back out of the 
drakon s mouth.“^^^ 

The drakon enters the extant literary record, quite strikingly, with Pindar’s 
fourth Pythian of 462 bc: 


LIMC lason 30-1 (Corinthian, late 7th cent, bc), 33-5, It is claimed that Jason can be seen to be 
holding the fleece in no. 34, an Etruscan bronze handle of the early 5th century bc, but it is not evident 
to this author. 

Eor sources see Ch. 3. 

Cf Neils 1990: 632, Gantz 1993: 359. d'he cup has given rise to unnecessary speculation beyond 
this. Simon 1954: 119 has argued that Jason, at Athene’s behest, has cut off the drakon ’s tongue to 
prevent it swallowing him (but why, and where is the tongue?). Meyer 1980: 81 has argued that the 
drakon has killed Jason, and that Athene is drawing him out of its mouth to restore him to life (on the 
basis of what evidence?). 
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Immediately Aeetes, the amazing son of Helios, told him of the shining skin and the place 
in which the sacrificial knives of Phrixiis stretched it out. But that was a labour that he did 
not expect him to complete. For it lay in a copse, adjacently to the aggressive jaws of a 
drakon, which surpassed in breadth and length a fifty-oared ship, fashioned by the blows of 
iron tools ... with devices he slew the grey-eyed dappled-backed snake (ophis), Arcesilaus, 
and he stole away Medea with her co-operation, Medea the slayer of Pelias. 

(Pindar Pythian 4. 242-50) 

There is no direct connection of Medea with the drakon here, but the mention of 
‘devices’ {techriais) may suggest that Jason was still benefiting in this battle from 
the effects of the invincibility lotion that, Pindar has just told us, Medea had given 
him immediately before the trial of the fiery bulls.Does the Duris cup, 
accordingly, show us a drakon disgorging a Jason rendered indigestible by an 
invincibility lotion?“^^^ 

Other fifth-century bc evidence helps to build a compatible picture of a 
narrative in which Medea does not yet herself engage directly with the drakon. 
Roughly contemporary with Pindar is an Attic column-crater of c.470-460 bc on 
which Jason filches the fleece from underneath a rather small serpent; his attend¬ 
ant is Athene, not Medea.A fragment of Pherecydes (c.454 bc) reports 
only that the drakon was killed by Jason.^^^ Fragments of the Naupactica and 
Herodorus of Heracleia indicate that they told a tale in which Jason seized 
the fleece alone and brought it back to Aeetes. The Icing then invited the Argo¬ 
nauts to a dinner at which he planned to kill them treacherously. But Aphrodite 
intervened to help them. She inspired Aeetes with desire for his wife Eurylyte, so 
that he made love to her and then fell asleep, allowing the Argonauts to escape. 
Medea fled with the Argonauts, bringing the fleece from the palace.“^^^ 

In Euripides’ Medea of 431 bc Medea protests, ‘And I killed the drakon that 
kept safe the all-golden fleece, embracing it in the many folds of its coils, 
unsleeping ever, and I held up for you the light of deliverance.’"^"'^ This claim, 
which we may or may not be supposed to believe in context, may have constituted 
the basis for her more direct involvement in the drakon episode in the subsequent 
tradition. 

The canonical tale, in which Medea directly aids Jason by drugging the drakon 
to sleep in the tree in which it hangs alongside the fleece it guards first emerges on 


' PincUir Pythian 4. 213-29; so too Apollonius Argonautica 3. 1026-62, 1191-267. 

It is a remote possibility that Mimnermus Fll West (c-,632-629 bc), ‘Jason alone would never 
have brought back the great fleece from Aea ... refers to help given to Jason by Medea. But we cannot 
be sure Mimnermus even knows of the drakon. 'I’he implied help could have been offered in relation to 
the fiery bulls (cf Pindar), or to the earthborn men or to the fetching of the fleece from Aeetes’ palace 
(cf Naupactica and Herodorus, below). It could have come rather from the other Argonauts, or from a 
goddess, Hera (Homer Odyssey 12. 72), Athene {LIMC lason 32 and 36) or Aphrodite {Naupactica FF6, 
8 West; Herodorus F54 howler). Cf Gerber 1999 ad loc. 

LIMC lason 36; see C. King 1983, with pi. 55 fig. 2, and Neils 1990 ad loc. for a parody of this 
scene on a column-crater in Bologna (Museo Civico Archeologico 190) in which a satyr takes on 
Jason’s role; a lost satyr play may be alluded to. 

Pherecydes F31 Fowler 

Naupactica hT6, 8 West; Herodorus FF52-4 Fowler. 

Euripides Medea 480-2. 
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the literaiy side with Apollonius’ Argonautica (c.270-245 bc).“^^ It may, possibly, 
be attested on the iconographic side already from c.415 bg, at which point an 
Apulian volute crater shows Medea standing behind Jason with her box of herbs 
as, with sword drawn, he attempts to pull the fleece out from underneath the 
drakonr^^ However, since Medea stands behind Jason the illustration may rather 
belong to the older version and tell us merely that Medea has used her drugs to 
render Jason invincible before he faces the drakon. We are on firmer ground with 
a Lucanian hydria of c.380-360 bc, on which Medea sits adjacently to the snake 
and its tree holding a phiale (shallow cup), from which we are to infer the serpent 
has drunk,“^“ and so too with an Apulian bell crater of c.360 bc, on which a 
heavily orientalized Medea holds her box of drugs whilst reaching out to the 
serpent’s head.^^^ As we have seen, the motif of sleep-casting seems to have 
originated elsewhere in the Colchis saga, the fifth-century Naupactica telling 
that Aphrodite inspired Aeetes with desire for his wife Eurylyte so that he 
would have sex with her and then fall asleep, thus allowing the Argonauts to 
escape with Medea and with the fleece.^ 

How is the sleep cast upon the serpent? In most of the images Medea feeds 
it drugs, presumably in liquid form, from a phiale (these first from c'.380-360 
BC, as we have seen),^^^ though in some she seems to hold out a herb in 
leaf or sprig form, sometimes taken from a box of drugs, either to feed it 
directly to the snake or to use it to sprinlde a drug over its eyes (these first 
from C.360 bc).“^^’ The latter technique was popular in the literary tradition. 


Apollonius Argonautica 4, 128; and so too Ovid Metamorphoses 7. 149-58, Valerius Flaccus 
Argonautica 8. 69-121, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1. 9. 23, Hyginus Fabulae 22, Orphic Argonautica 
887-933. However, Diodorus 4. 48 continues to maintain that the serpent, though unsleeping, was 
killed. 

L/MClason37. 

LIMC lason 40, with drawing at Gaggadis-Robin 2000: 317 fig. 10. The reasons for thinking that 
this image represents Medea, the Colchis drakon, and Jason as opposed to a Hesperid, Ladon, and 
Heracles are, first, that the winged figure on the left must be an Argonaut Boread and, secondly, that the 
lady with the phiale appears to be sporting an ‘oriental’ headdress. Indeed the image is, in these 
essentials, broadly parallel to the fine LIMC lason 39 (with drawing at Gaggadis-Robin 2000: 317 
fig. 11, C.350 bc), on which the drakon coils in its tree below the fleece whilst it is attacked by Argonauts 
from all sides, amongst whom Jason, Heracles, and the winged Boread Calais are named (cl. LIMC 
lason 42). Medea, also named, has taken a herb from the massive box or chest she carries, and she is 
either feeding it to the serpent or sprinkling its eyes with it. 

LIMC lason 38. Further 4th-century bc images of this type, in which Medea is evidently 
drugging the serpent, are catalogued at LIMC lason 39, 41-2 (no. 42, a Faestan volute crater oi' 
c.320-310 BC and our Fig. 5.3, is particularly striking). 

Naupactica FF6 and 8 West. However, one consideration may make us wonder whether the 
Naupactica s narrative did not itself represent an early but short-lived variation of a prior motif of the 
casting of sleep upon the drakon. This is the fi\ct that sleep-casting was so peculiarly appropriate to a 
battle against serpents. We have mentioned its role in the Ladon episode above and will return to the 
motif again in Ch. 6. In the Latin tradition, the ability of the Marsi and Psylli to cast sleep upon their 
snakes was celebrated precisely because, it was held, snakes (and not just supernatural guardian 
drakontes) were naturally unsleeping; see further Ch. 5. 

LIMC lason 40 (c.380-360 bc), 42-3,46,47b. At LIMC lason 44 (a Roman sarcophagus) Medea 
feeds an apple to the snake in what appears to be a bizarre piece of contamination from the world of the 
Hesperides. 

LIMC lason 38 (c.360 bc), 39, 41. If my reading, above, of LIMC lason 37 (the c.415 bc Apulian 
vase on which Medea stands behind Jason with her box of herbs) is rejected, then it would presumably 
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Apollonius’ Medea casts sleep first by uttering a verbal spell, invoking Sleep 
personified and Hecate, underworld mistress, then by singing incantations 
whilst sprinkling the serpent’s eyes with a potage infused with unmixed 
drugs by means of a fresh-cut sprig of juniper, and thirdly by continuing to 
smear its sleeping head with the liquid until Jason has secured the fleece. 
Ovid’s Jason himself sprinkles the draco with ‘a herb of Lethaean juice’, 
supplied by Medea, whilst repeating a spell thrice over. Valerius Flaccus’ 
Medea shakes about a ‘Lethean bough’, and she too invokes Sleep with Tartar¬ 
ean spells in a barbarian metre. She asks him to take on a form closely 
resembling that of his twin brother Death and to quit everyone else on the 
earth to enter the serpent in his totality.^^^ At the other end of the tradition, 
the hardly canonical Orphic Argonautica brings Medea to the drakon with 
Jason, but her role is then almost entirely usurped by the poem’s favoured 
Orpheus. Medea has picked baneful roots, we are told, but the function of these 
seems to be no more than to give her courage to face the beast. It is Orpheus 
himself who casts sleep on the drakon by singing to his lyre (cf. Ch. 2 for 
Orpheus’ calming of Cerberus with his lyre). Again, Sleep personified is 
invoked to come and do the job of lulling the serpent to sleep. 

The narrative convergence of the Colchis-drakon tale with the Ladon tale is 
tight. In both cases an unsleeping serpent lives in a tree where it coils around and 
guards a golden treasure. These treasures could be curiously identified with each 
other under the term mela, which could equally signify ‘apples’ or ‘flocks’, and the 
ancient rationalizers of myth made much of this (Ch. 4).“^^ In both cases the 
serpent is tended by and enjoys a special relationship with one or more young 
virgins. In both cases, according to some variants, the treasure is stolen by a visiting 
man whilst the serpent is drugged or distracted with food by its virgin mistress, who 
has fallen in love with him,^*'^ and who will eventually be betrayed by him.““^ 

As we have seen, Ladon is first found coiling around his apple tree from c.550 
BC. Images of the Colchis drakon in his oak tree survive first from c.380-360 bc, 
though a fragment of Euripides’ Hypsipyle, written between 411 and 406 bc, 
already refers to ‘the sacred golden-fleece skin that the eye of the drakon guards 
around its oak’.“^^ In this respect, the line of influence between the two icono- 
graphic traditions is clear. Also from c.500 bc we have Hesperides reaching out to 


count here also, even though no leaf is visible. In LIMC lason 45 (a 4th- or 5th-cent. bc limestone 
Coptic relief) Medea uses both a sprig and a conical cup. 

AytoWonius Argonautica 4. 145-66, Ovid Metamorphoses 7. 149-58, Valerius Flaccus 8. 69-121. 
Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1.9. 23 and Hyginus Fahulae 22 merely mention briefly that Medea used drugs 
to induce the drakon to sleep. 

'Fhe words are identical down to the level of accent: fxrjXa. The connection is explicitly made at 
Agroetas FGrll 762 F3 (3rd or 2nd cent, bc), Diodorus 4. 26, First Vatican Mythographer 1. 38. Cf. 
Fontenrose 1959: 345-6. 

Medea falls in love with Jason: Pindar Pythians 4. 213-23, etc. 

Euripides Medea passim, etc. 

LIMC lason 40. 'Fhe Colchis drakon sits on obscure objects on two earlier vases, wbicb may, just, 
be supposed to represent parts of trees: LIMC lason 36 (c.46()-469 bc) and LIMC lason 37 (c.415 bc), 
or may otherwise represent rock-h\ces or ledges. Euripides Hypsipyle F752f lines 19-25 TrCF (F I.ii.24 
Bond). 'Fhe fleece-tree is referred to as an oak also at Apollonius Argonautica 4. 124 and Orphic 
Argonautica 925, 991. 
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Ladon with their hands, but it is only from c.380-360 bc that we find the 
Hesperides identifiably feeding things to him, foodstuffs from their hand or a 
drink from a phiale,^^^ and this is the same period in which we first find Medea 
definitely feeding things to the Colchis drakon^ as we have seen. So it is possible, 
and actually not at all improbable, that the motif of the drugged or distracted 
drakon passed into the Hesperides myth from the Colchis one. Medea’s general 
and ancient association with drugs aside,we have seen that the motif of sleep¬ 
casting was most probably initially to be found in a different part of the Colchis 
story: it seems to have travelled, therefore, from Aphrodite upon Aeetes to Medea 
upon the Colchis drakon to the Hesperides upon Ladon. And so we must conclude 
that the 380-360 bc period witnessed a curious two-way contamination between 
the iconographies of Medea and the Hesperides.^“'^ (The image of a woman 
feeding a serpent from a phiale is in itself, however, likely to have derived from 
a third iconographical tradition, as we shall see in Chs. 5 and 9.) 

Finally, a bizarre coda to the tale, which presumes that the Colchis drakon 
suiwived its encounter with Jason. The late fourth-century to early third-century 
BC historians Lycus of Rhegium and Timaeus of Tauromenium told that Diomede 
came to ‘Phaeacis’ in Italy, i.e. presumably, the Diomedis Campi in the land of the 
Daunii, where he slew the drakon of Colchis. It seems that the drakon must have 
attacked him, because it is explained that it mistook his golden shield (the spoils of 
Glaucus) for the golden fleece. Proud of his achievement, Diomede decorated the 
plain of Phaeacis with statues of himself made from the stones from the wall of 
Troy that he had been using as ballast in his ship. When Daunus subsequently 
killed him, he threw these statues into the sea, whereupon the waves first carried 
them away before washing them back onto their bases. Leaving all other questions 
aside, how did the drakon contrive to find its way from Colchis to southern Italy? 
Was it scouring the world for the lost fleece?^^"* 


THE SERPENT-PAIR SLAIN BY BABY HERACLES 

In the canonical version of this myth, Alcmene, wife of Amphitiyon, has given 
birth to the twins Heracles and Iphicles. The former has been sired by Zeus, 
masquerading as her husband. The jealous Hera sends a pair of drakontes to kill 
baby Heracles (‘Heracliscus’) in his shield-cradle, but he throttles them both with 
his bare hands.““^’ 


“““ e.g. LIMC Herakles 2716 (hand, r.SOO bc), Hesperides 3 (bowl, c.380-360 bc). 

For the earliest traces of this association, see LIMC Medeia 1 (the rejuvenating cauldron, c.630 
bc), Homer Iliad 11 . 738-41 (‘Agamede’), Nostoi F6 West (c.550 bc?). 

Lhe potentially intriguing claim that a vase of c.410 bc depicts Medea, in oriental dress and 
toting her characteristic box of drugs, in the garden of the Hesperides may be dismissed. We may well 
have Medea, but there is no ground for seeing Hesperides in the two attributeless female figures that 
flank her. There are no apples here, no tree, and no Ladon: LIMC Medeia 70, with commentary ad loc. 

I’imaeus FGrLI 566 F53 = Lycus L'GrH 570 F3 = Tzetzes on Lycophron Alexandra 615. 

Principal texts: Pindar Nemean 1. 33-59, Paean 20, Pherecydes F69ab Fowler (cf. F'13a-c 
Fowler), Euripides Ileracles 1266-8, Theocritus Idylls 24. 10-33, 56-9, 82-100, Plautus Ampliiiryo 
1091-124, Diodorus Siculus 4. 10. 1, Virgil Aeneid 8. 287-9, Pliny Natural History 35. 63, Apollodorus 
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In the literary record the tale first appears, already in glorious detail, in Pindar’s 
first Nemeariy composed soon after 476 bc. Here, as soon as Heracles and his twin 
brother Iphicles are born and put into swaddling clothes, Hera sends two huge 
drakontes (the terms ophies and knddala are also used), which dart into his 
home through the opened gates. Heracles grabs them in his two hands and 
throttles them, to the relief and delight of his parents.^^^ Pindar asserts that the 
tale is already an old one, but the coincidence that it first appears in the icono- 
graphic record at about the time suggests rather that it is a new one, possibly even 
Pindar’s own.^“^ 

The only significant variation from the Pindaric narrative, which was to remain 
canonical, comes soon afterwards in Pherecydes (c.454 bc). Here Amphitryon 
knows that one of the twins was sired by himself, and one by Zeus, and so himself 
puts huge drakontes in the boys’ bed so as to determine which child is his 
own (Iphicles, who flees) and which is Zeus’ (Heracles, who stands and fights).“^^ 
This tale vaguely anticipates subsequent notions about the Psylli, who were to 
employ serpents, albeit in a rather different fashion, to test the bloodlines of their 
babies (Ch. 5). 

In Theocritus’ account of the episode (c.270s bc) Hera’s drakontes (the terms 
pelora and again knddala are also used) are lavishly described: they have dark blue 
coils, flash fire from their eyes and spit venom. Heracles, alerted by Iphicles, grabs 
them by their venomous throats. They attempt still to coil round him and 
constrict him, but are compelled, in agony, to release him. Heracles delightedly 
exhibits the choked creatures to his father Amphitryon. Tiresias then advises that 
the serpents’ bodies be burned on wild wood in the middle of the night, at the time 
they had tried to kill Heracles. The following morning a serving woman is to take 
the ashes out to a precipice over a river and cast them beyond the city’s borders, 
returning without looking behind her. The house is then to be fumigated with 
sulphur and sprinkled with salt dissolved in water by means of a garlanded 
branch. A male pig is to be sacrificed to Zeus.^^^^^ These elaborate purification 
rituals deploy the imagery of the teras (deformed birth), not least in the motifs of 
burning on wild wood and expulsion beyond the borders.^^^ 

Plautus’ comedy Amphitryo, written c.200 bc and remodelling an unknown 
Greek original, gives the maid Bromia the job of narrating the attack. The serpents 
(angues) here are much more elaborate creatures. They are crested, and possibly 
even winged, since they are able to fly down {devolant) into the atrium rain-pool 


Bibliotheca 2. 4. 8, Martial 14. 177, Pausanias 1. 24. 2, Hyginus Fabulae 30, Cassius Dio 73. 7, 
Philostratus Imagines 5. Principal iconography: L/AtC Alkniene 8-16, Ilerakles 1598-664. Discussions: 
C. Robert 1920-6: ii. 619-21, Brendel 1932, Gross 1973, Karwiese 1980, Woodford 1983, 1988. 

Pindar Nemean 1. 33-59. Pindar seems to have told the tale in quite a similar fashion also in the 
fragmentary Paean 20, where the term ophies is used again. Homer Iliad 19. 95-133 knows that Hera 
had tricked Zeus in an attempt to transfer Heracles’ destined greatness to Eurystheus prior to his birth, 
but it says nothing of Hera’s attempt to Idll the baby Heracles once born. 

It is found first in LIMC Herakles 1650, estimated at c-.480 bc. 

Pherecydes E69ab Eowler. 

4’heocritus Idylls 24. 10-33, 56-9, 82-100. 

For the burning of terata see Diodorus 32. 10, Phlegon of 'fralles Mirabilia 2, Phrynichus 
Arabicus Praeparalio Sophistica 15. 23 de Borries (‘Things that were terasAike in nature they burned on 
wild wood’); cf. Ogden 1997: 9-23. 
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(though the drakontes of Medea’s Chariot of the Sun do not always need wings to 
fly: Ch. 5). dliey scan around, detect the twins’ cradles and shoot towards them. 
Bromia tries to pull the cradles away from them, but the snakes now attack her. 
Then one of the boys jumps out his cradle, heads straight for the serpents, grabs 
one in each hand and kills them, presumably by throttling. As he does so Zeus’ 
voice booms down from heaven as he proclaims himself to be Heracles’ father, 
with Iphicles belonging rather to Amphitryon.“^^ 

In iconography baby Heracles is typically shown throttling a serpent with each 
hand: sometimes we are given this tight scene alone, sometimes the camera pans 
out to give us Iphicles too, as well as Amphitryon, Alcmene, nursemaids, and 
Athene, the last ever the attendant of drakdri-sluyers (Ch. The baby is most 
often, and distinctively, portrayed as adopting a semi-splayed kneeling posture as 
he grapples with the serpents. Often too he raises one arm above his head, either to 
hold a still active serpent away from himself, or in a gesture of triumph over a now 
dead one, a configuration which, as we have seen, was adapted for the subse¬ 
quently developed imagery of Opheltes.^^^'^ Of all the Heracles images, perhaps the 
most anomalous and striking is a second-century ad Roman marble in which baby 
Heracles, with a full head of hair, sits on the floor, casually holding down upon it 
the neck of a gasping serpent in his left hand. With his right hand he raises the 
other serpent by the neck to his face. He seems to hold it gently, not to squeeze it. 
The eyes of child and serpent meet, and both pairs of eyes appear to express 
curiosity and, strangely, a certain wisdom and tenderness.“^^ 


THE SERPENT OF THESPIAE, SLAIN BY MENESTRATUS 

Pausanias is our unique source for this myth, though we may presume that it is at 
least Hellenistic in origin. He tells how a drakon was once devastating the city of 
Thespiae in Boeotia. The god (presumably Apollo) commanded that the beast 
should be placated by the sacrifice to it of an ephebe chosen by lot each year. 
When the lot fell upon Cleostratus, his lover Menestratus had a bronze breastplate 
made covered with fishhooks and, wearing this, fed himself to the drakon. He 
killed it, but died himself in the process. His deed was remembered by the 
Thespians in a bronze statue of Zeus the Saviour.“‘^^ 


Vhutm Arnphitryo 1091-1124. 

LIMC Herakles 1650-64. For Athene, who goes unineiUioned in the literary sources, see the 
early Attic group scenes at LIMC Herakles 1650-3. Woodford 1988: 831 interprets her inclusion in 
these as a gesture of local patriotism, but this is not necessary. She is also found in the Roman LIMC 
1655. 

'Fhus, especially (with dates supplied here for the earlier pieces) LIMC Herakles 1598 (c.370 nc), 
1600, 1602, 1606-8, 1613, 1619 (c.440 lic), 1621 (405 ik: onwards), 1624-8, 1638, 1650 (= Alkmene 8, 
C.480 Hc), 1651 (c.475 bc), 1663 (450 bc onwards), Alkmene 11 (c.460-50 bc). Woodford 1988: 832 
contends that this posture helped both convey the fact that as a newborn baby Heracles was too young 
to stand and at the same time ‘convey an impression of great vigour and energy’. 

2-’-’ L/MC Herakles 1634. 

Pausanias 9. 26. 7-8. 
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It is a pity indeed not to have access to more of the tradition behind this 
intriguing story. We can only suppose that the bronze of Zeus’ statue was 
somehow felt to salute the distinctive bronze armour Menestratus had worn. 
Beyond this, we can offer three broad contextualizations for the tale. First, it 
resembles Antoninus Liberalis’ (Nicander’s) tale of Eurybatus’ killing of Lamia- 
Sybaris at Delphi (Ch. 2). In both tales the community has selected a youth by lot 
to feed to a serpent to placate it, and his lover equips himself and substitutes 
himself for the victim to kill the monster, though Eurybatus survives.“^^ Sec¬ 
ondly, it resembles the tales of the kite of Troy and Ethiopia in which Heracles 
and Perseus rescue innocent sacrificial victims selected by lot, Hesione and 
Andromeda respectively, from the monsters by feeding themselves to them 
and hacking their way out from inside (Ch. 3). Thirdly, the distinctive motif 
of hooked or bladed armour is widespread in international dragon-slaying tales. 
It is found, for instance, in Ferdowsi’s Middle Persian Shahnarneh (c.IOOO ad), 
in which Esfandyar kills a dragon by having his carpenters build him a special 
chariot covered over by a box from which swords project and allowing the 
dragon to suck it into its gullet; he emerges from its mouth and hacks into 
its brain as it chokes.“^^ In British legend the Blacksmith of Kirkudbright 
defeated the White Snake of Mote Hill by designing for himself a suit of armour 
with retractable spikes and feeding himself to the dragon before activating 
them. He then tore himself out of the dragon’s belly by rolling about in it for 
three days.“^‘^ 


THE SERPENT OF THE RIVER BAGRADA, 

SLAIN BY REGULUS 

Indigenous Roman myth was surprisingly short of draco-slaying tales, but it did 
have one to cherish: this was the slaying of the massive serpent of the river 
Bagrada (Medjerda) in Africa by Atilius Regulus and his troops during the First 
Punic War.^"*^ Cassius Dio, writing in Greek, terms the creature in question a 
drakon, though the Latin sources consistently refer to it rather as a serpens. The 
first author loiown to have mentioned the Bagrada serpent is Q. Aelius Tubero, 
who wrote in the mid first century bc and whose account is summarized by 
Gellius. He told how Regulus and his army battled long and hard against the 
serpent (serpens) whilst encamped at the river, and that they eventually overcame 


Antoninus Liberalis Metamorphoses 8. Celoria 1992; 128, Hansen 2002: 128-30 for the com¬ 
parison between these two episodes. 

Shahnarneh VI591-4. For the text see Khaleghi-Motlagh 1988-, with translation at 
Warner and Warner 1912; v. 125-8 (omitted from Davis 2006); Ingersoll 1928: 40-1. Simpson 1980: 109. 
Lang 1885: 258; cf. Simpson 1980; 73-4. 

Principal texts: Q. Aelius Tubero HRR F8 (at i. 308-12; = Aulus Gellius 7. 3), Livy Periocha 18, 
Valerius Maximus 1. 8 ext. 19, Seneca Letters 82. 24, Pliny Natural History 8. 36-7, Silius Italicus 6. 
140-293, Florus 1.18, Cassius Dio F42. 23 = Zonaras ii. p. 209 Dindorf (drakon), Arnobius Adversus 
Nationes 7. 46, Orosius 4. 8. 10-15. There are no known illustrations of the episode, but see Fantar 1986 
for images of the river personified. Discussions: Basset 1955, Spaltenstein 1986 on Silius Italicus 6. 
140-293, Stothers 2004 (the last well-informed but implausibly literalist). 
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it with ballistas and catapults. Its skin, 120 feet long, was then sent to Rome.“^^ 
Valerius Maximus summarizes Livy’s lost account, which seems to have aligned 
closely with Tubero’s. He adds the details that the serpent was of such a size that it 
prevented Regulus’ army from using the river, snatched many soldiers up in its 
mouth and crushed many with the coils of its tail. The river was left so polluted by 
the serpent’s blood and the region was rendered so pestilent by the gases from 
its corpse that Regulus had to relocate his camp.^'^“ The most imaginative and 
expansive account of the fight to suiwive is that Silius Italicus puts into the mouth 
of Marus in his Punka. Silius’ serpent devours lions and herds that come to drink 
at its river. The soldier Avens flees in fear into a hollow oak trunk, which the 
serpent snatches up and overturns before devouring him. It is killed when Regulus 
lodges his spear in its forehead and his men are able to damage its spine with a 
ballista bolt.^"^^ 

One of the most intriguing aspects of the tale is its determined modernity and 
its feinting towards realism. It is projected not into a nebulous mythical age, but 
into the hard historical one of a specific year, 256/5 bc, in a closely documented 
war. The use of ballistas, torsion catapults, and falarica-missiles also seiwes to 
bring the story out of any mythical Never-Never-Land and situate it in the real 
world. Indeed, one senses that the story serves, in part, to celebrate the technology, 
much as modern fantasy movies do when they despatch their rampaging monsters 
with the latest military hardware.^"^'^ However, Silius’ Punka, as an epic in the 
traditional style, works hard to remythologize the episode. Accordingly the ser¬ 
pent is knowingly compared with those of the Giants, and with the Hydra and 
Ladon,“'^^ and richly imbued with underworld imagery (Ch. 6). 


CONCLUSION 

These, then, are the principal Graeco-Roman drakon-^v^t traditions involving 
drakontes of pure form. In the next chapter we will turn to the principal drakon- 
fight traditions involving drakontes of composite form. The distinction between 
these two categories of drakon is helpful in allowing us to establish the integrity 
and importance of the phenomenon of the fighting drakon in Graeco-Roman 
myth, but there is no categorical distinction between the types of battle in which 
pure and composite drakontes engage, as we shall now see. 


Q. Aelius Tubero HRR F8 apud Aulus Gellius 7. 3; for Tubero see Klebs 1894. 

Valerius Maximus 1. 8 ext. 19. The summary at Livy Periocha 18 is more lapidaiy. Pliny Natural 
History 8. 36-7 and Aulus Gellius 7. 3 (after Tubero) agree that the serpent was 120 feet long. Silius 
Italicus 6. 153 gives it a hundred ells {ulnae), i.e., presumably, cubits, which is to say 150 feet. Arnobius 
Adversus Nationes 7. 46 also asserts its vastness. 

Silius Italicus 6. 156-9 (lions), 191-9 (Avens), 247-51 (spear), 269-73 (ballista); for a literaiy 
discussion of Silius’ narrative, see Basset 1955. 

This full range of weapons is supplied at Silius Italicus 6. 211-15, 271-4, 279-82. 

Silius Italicus 6. 181-4. 
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We turn now to composite creatures, in which a drakon element is compounded 
with one or more other forms. Other studies of ancient dragons have proceeded 
on a partly intuitive basis, giving central places in their discussions and their 
motival schemes to monsters with no drakon element whatosever, whilst exclud¬ 
ing from them monsters with explicit yet seemingly minor drakon elements. This 
study, by contrast, seeks not to focus only on creatures that do indeed incorpor¬ 
ate a drakon element, but to pursue all the significant examples of such creatures, 
however small that element may actually be. We begin by considering the 
anguipede drakontes, those basically made up of a humanoid upper body and a 
serpent-shaped lower body, Typhon, Echidna, the Giants, Campe, and Lamia. 
The myths of Lamia (or the lamiai) have much in common with those of snake- 
locked Medusa, to whom we turn next, and she in turn has much in common 
with the snake-tailed Chimaera, treatment of whom follows, the latter two 
seemingly merging into the Gorgon-Aegis creature. We close with consideration 
of another snake-tailed and more generally snake-adorned tetrapod, Cerberus. 
There is no categorical distinction in form between these composite drakontes 
and the pure ones of Chapter 1. On the one hand the most famous drakon of 
them all, the Hydra with her many heads, is a composite creature too in 
comparison to those that normally exist in the real world, even if she is made 
up purely of drakon material. On the other hand ancient artists often felt the 
need to distinguish their great pure drakontes, size apart, with a beard or crest 
alien to the physiology of the common-or-garden snake. And no doubt the 
composite forms of this chapter’s drakontes performed a similar function: to be 
signifiers of a terrible other-worldly monstrousness. It may initially appear that, 
in giving serious consideration to creatures with no more than a drakon tail, we 
are pursuing the ancient concept of the drakon fruitlessly or perhaps even 
misleadingly into a vanishing penumbra. But this will prove to be far from the 
case, for it will be seen that the creatures within whose physiques the drakon 
element is proportionately small nonetheless display behaviours that are centrally 
characteristic of drakontes more generally, that they fully earn their place in this 
study and indeed that they require a place in any study of drakontes that aspires 
to be comprehensive or synoptic. 
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Of all ancient drakontes, composite or pure, Typhon (Fig. 2.1) is the one cele 
brated most extensively in surviving texts, whilst his coverage in extant icono y- 
raphy is poor. His myth may be summarized in its canonical forms as follows The 
hundred-headed, multiform, predominantly anguiform, monster was produced 
either by Earth and Tartarus amongst the Arimoi in southern Anatolia, so that he 
could overthrow Zeus in revenge for the fate of the Titans or the Giants, or b 
Hera in a parthenogenetic competition with Zeus, after he had produced the 
perfect Athene and she had, hitherto, only been able to produce the lame 
Hephaestus in turn. Hera’s Typhon was nursed by the Delphic drakaina. Typhon 
attacked heaven and initiated a battle of cosmic proportions with Zeus, in which 
both projected fire and drove winds at each other. Typhon temporarily gained 
the upper hand when he succeeded in cutting Zeus’ sinews from him, but Zeus 
was able to recover them when Pan (with the help of Hermes) stole them 
back from Typhon, or tricked Typhon into emerging from his lair and leaving 
them unguarded, either with an invitation to a feast or (with the help of Cadmus) 
with music. Zeus eventually defeated Typhon with his thunderbolts, cast him 
back down into Tartarus, and imprisoned him under Sicilian Etna, whence he 



Fig. 2.1. Zeus blasts the anguipede Typhon with a thunderbolt. Chalcidian hydria, 
c.540-530 Bc. Munich Antikensammlung 596 = L7MC lyphon 14. (Q Staatliche Antiken- 
sammlungen und Glyptothek Miinchen. Photo: Renate Ktihling. 
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continued to blast forth fire and produce harmful winds. Typhon was the pro¬ 
genitor, with his fellow anguipede Echidna, of a host of other anguiform monsters 
(Ch.4).' 

Typhon’s physical form differs between its representations in literature and 
iconography to a greater degree than those of his fellow drakontes. This is 
chiefly because literary descriptions of Typhon’s form, appropriately for a cos- 
mically proportioned monster, claim for him characteristics that are near physical 
impossibilities, and which are certainly inexpressible in two-dimensional art.^ 

The earliest certainly identifiable image of Typhon is dated to c.640-25 and 
his iconographic hey-day extended from this point on into the sixth century bc, 
during which he decorated vases and bronze shield-band reliefs. He is typically 
found either alone or paired with an appropriately thunderbolt-wielding Zeus. He 
is shown as an anguipede, with either a single serpent tail or two serpent-tails 
intertwining their coils. He has two large, prominent wings, occasionally four. His 
upper torso is that of a male humanoid; he sports a fine beard, and often appears, 
curiously, to smile benignly (Fig. 2.1)."^ Some varumts find ways to endow him 
with full serpents or serpent heads. A c.600-570 bc anguipede Typhon holds a 


‘ Principal texts: Homer Iliad 2. 781-3 (with schol.); Hesiod Theogony 295-307 (including descrip¬ 
tion of Echidna), 820-80, [Hesiod] Shield 32, Homeric Hymn [3] to Apollo 300-73; Stesichorus F239 
PMGVCampbell; Acusilaus of Argos FF12-14 Fowler; Hecataeus FGrH 1 F300 (= Herodotus 2. 134); 
Epimenides FGrH 457 F8 = DK 3B8; Pindar Pythian 8. 15-16, Olympian 4. 6-7, FF91-3 SM; Aeschylus 
Prometheus Bound 353-74 (with schol.). Seven 496-1, 508-25, Suppliants 559-60; Pherecydes FF7, 
16b, 54 Fowler; Aristophanes Clouds 336; Euripides Heracles 1271-2; Hellanicus FGrH 4 F87 = DK 1. 
B.12, apud Damascius de principiis 123 (rejected by Fowler and Kirk, Raven and Schofield 1983: 22 and 
25); Xanthus of Sardis FGrH 765 FF4a-b; Plato Phaedrus 230a, with schol.; Eudoxus of Cnidus 
FF284a-b Lasserre; Callimachus Aetia FI.35-6 Pf; Nicander apud Antoninus Liberalis Metamorphoses 
28; Diodorus 1. 21, 5. 71. 2; Virgil Aeneid 8. 298-9; Nigidius Figulus F98 Swoboda; Strabo C248, 578, 
626-8, 750-1, 803; Ovid Metamorphoses 3. 302-4, 5. 319-58, Fasti 4. 491-4; Pomponius Mela 1. 76; 
Manilius 2. 874-80, 4. 579-82, 800-1; Seneca Hercules Oetaeus 1733-5, Thyestes 806-9, [Seneca] 
Octavia 238-9; Lucan 4. 595, 6. 90-2; Pliny Natural History 2. 91; Valerius Flaccus 2. 23-33, 3. 130-2; 
Dio Chrysostom 1. 67, 4, 236-8; Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1. 6. 3, 3. 5. 8; Pausanias 6. 3. 12, 8. 29. 3-4; 
Lucian On Sacrifices 14; Oppian Halieutica 3. 16-25 (with schol.); Hyginus Fabulae praef. 39, 67. 4, 
151-2, Astronomica 2. 28, 30; Philostratus Imagines 2. 17. 5; Quintus Smyrnaeus 6. 261-8; Ampelius 
2. 10; Julian Peri Basileias 7. 1; Servius on Virgil Aeneid 9. 712, Solinus 38. 7-8, Pausanias of Antioch 
FFIG iv. pp. 467-8 (F3) = John Malalas p. 38 Dindorf; Nonnus Dionysiaca 1-2 passing Sidonius 
Apollinaris Carmina 6. 27, 15. 19; Hesychius s.v. Tv({)6)\ Lactantius Placidus on Thebaid 2. 595-6; 
Damascius de principiis 123 = DK 1 B 12; Olympiodorus on Phaedo pp. 201,240 Norvin; schol. Pindar 
Pythians 1. 31, Olympians 4. 12; schol. Euripides Phoenissae 1020; Suda s.vv. AXiTrXay ktoc, Tvcfnovy 
Tv(l>djvoc, Tv<j)6)voc TToXvTrXoKcoTefHw, Tv(f)d)c, Etymologicum Magnum s.vv. T€Tu^.>oj/Lttti, Tv<j)d)v, Tvipwvocy 
Tv(f)ujc, Tuf^ojeuc; First Vatican Mytliographer 1. 11, 1. 85. Principal iconography: LIMC Typhon. 
Discussions: J. Schmidt 1884-1937, Holland 1900, Teipel 1922, Porzig 1930, Sieppel 1939, Vian 1951: 
9-12, 1952rt: 9-19, 1960, Worms 1953, Fontenrose 1959: 70-93, Walcot 1966: 9-26, M. L.West 1966: 
379-97 (on 820-80), 1997: 300-4, Detienne and Vernant 1978: 107-30, Burkert 1979: 5-10, 1992: 94-5, 
Beckman 1982, Ballabriga 1990, Hockmann 1991, Blaise 1992, Gantz 1993:48-51, Penglase 1994: 191-6, 
Watkins 1995:448-63, Touchefeu-Meynier and Krauskopf 1997, Sancassano 1997rt: 77-96. 

“ For Typhon’s cosmic proportions see e.g. Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1. 6. 3 (cjuoted below) and 
Nonnus Dionysiaca 1. 163-4, 173-5, 203. And indeed, he could also be identified with a comet: 
Manilius 4. 579-82, Valerius Flaccus Argonautica 3. 130-2, Pliny Natural History 2. 91. 

L/MC Typhon 1. Highly insecure hypotheses find I’yphon represented in the form ol a centaur in 
battle with Zeus in LIMC Typhon 27 of c.750 nc and LIMC Typhon 22 of c.680 bc. 

LIMC Typhon 1-28. 
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separate serpent of some length in each hand.^ A sixth-centuiy bc shield-band 
relief from Olympia gives him a pair of relatively small serpents twining 
around his waist, as sometimes found in early Gorgon images/' A Laconian cup 
of c.560-550 BC, the name vase of the Typhon painter, seems to offer a satyr- 
Typhon meld. I'he head is satyr-like, with beard, snub nose, and animalian 
pointed ears. 'Lhe wingless torso is covered in scales (serpentine or piscine) and 
splits into two fish-tails, from the end of each of which projects a serpent head. 
Serpent-heads project from the top of his body in place of arms, and others spread 
from his waist, a la Gorgon again. Fourteen lesser serpent-heads sprout from the 
sides of his fish-tails. And between the thigh-like fish-tails descends a further, 
central serpent-head, drawn in such a way as to be suggestive of an appropriately 
satyric phallus. In giving its subject a full total of twenty heads, nineteen of them 
serpentine, this image comes closer to the literary portraits of Typhon than any 
other image.^ If an image on an Etruscan hydria of c. 520-510 bc does indeed 
represent Typhon raising a rock aloft, it gives him four anguipede legs, each 
terminating in a rampant serpent-head (it also gives him an additional two tiny 
pairs of wings in addition to his main set).^ The latest identifiable image of 
Typhon is that found on a late fourth-century bc Apulian vase. This shows a 
wingless Typhon raising a rock whilst pursued by a thunderbolt-wielding Zeus in 
a chariot, accompanied by Hermes. Above him a puff-cheeked wind blows.‘^ 

Let us turn to the literary representations of Typhon. According to Hesiod, ‘He 
accomplished his deeds by the might of his hands. And the feet of the powerful 
god did not grow tired. From his shoulders grew a hundred heads of a snake, a 
terrible drakon, and these flickered with dark tongues.’A hundred was to 
become the canonical number for his heads.More summary descriptions of 
his form tend to concentrate on his serpent elements. Thus Aeschylus speaks of an 
image of Typhon forming a blazon on Hippomedon’s shield, and seems to imply 
that Typhon’s coiling snakes filled up the circular area of the shield, whilst Plato 


L/iWC Typhon 11. 

L/MC'I’yphon 17. 

LiMC Typhon 23 = Pipili 1987 no. 193 (fig. 102); cf. Pipili 1987: 69-70. 

” LIMC Typhon 30. It remains possible that the famous, fascinating, but mysterious three-bodied 
figure from the pediment of the Old Temple of Athene on the Athenian Acropolis (c.560-550 bc), 
LIMC Typhon 28, is indeed Typhon. This figure has three archaicly smiling bearded heads, three 
torsos, and three entwining serpent tails. A late-7th to early-6th bc vase gives us two 'I'yphons 
superimposed upon each other, with their two serpent-tales similarly intertwining, LIMC 'H^dion 
10; this seemingly offers a precedent fi)r a multi-bodied Typhon. And then Euripides Heracles 1271-2 
speaks of‘three-bodied Typhous’. However, Mitropoulou 1977: 23 reads the figure rather as Nereus. 

LIMC Typhon 15 = Gigantes 402; Touchefeu-Meynier 1997 ad loc. compares the Apollodoran 
description of the fight. 

Hesiod Theogony 823-7. 

“ Pindar Pythians 1. 15-28, 4. 6-7, Olympians 4. 6-7 (but fifty heads at E93 SM); Aeschylus 
Prometheus Bound 353-74; Aristophanes Clouds 336; Hyginus Tabulae 152; Oppian Halieutica 3. 
16-25. 

Aeschylus Seven 491-6 and 511. The image-shape may broadly have resembled that of the 
I’yphon on the Laconian cup just discusvsed, LIMC lyphon 23 = Pipili 1987 no. 193 (fig. 102), which 
also fills a circle. Cf. Euripides Plwenissae 1134-8 where Adrastus’ shield is emblazoned with the image 
of a hundred (seemingly connected) vipers {ecliidnai), reaching over the walls of Thebes and devouring 
its children. 
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could invoke Typhon as a shorthand image for convolutedness. Nonnus’ various 
references to Typhon’s form may or may not be compatible with each other, but 
the serpentine elements clearly predominate still: inter aliciy he is an anguipede,^'^ 
and the terms drakon^ Viper’, ‘horned serpent’, and ‘water-snake’ are applied to 
his parts, the first repeatedly.'^ 

Apollodorus describes Typhon thus: 

He had the mixed form of man and beast. In size and power he surpassed all the creatures 
Earth produced. As far down as the thighs he consisted of a huge man-shaped bulk, so big 
that he surpassed all the mountains, and his head often touched the stars. He had hands 
which stretched on the one side towards the west and on the other towards the east, and 
from these extended the heads of a hundred drakontes. Below his thighs he had massive 
coils of vipers. Their coils stretched up towards his head and emitted a loud hiss. His body 
was covered in wings. Rough hair blew in the wind from his head and his cheeks. Fire could 
be seen in his eyes.*^ 

This makes sense of the earlier claims of Nicander that Typhon had many hands 
and Ovid that he had a hundred hands (the canonical number of his serpent heads), 
as well as of the subsequent claim of Hyginus that, ‘A hundred drakon-heads 
emerged from his shoulders.’'^ Nonnus, engaging in one-upmanship, gives him 
two hundred hands. 

However, the Hesiodic assertions that, on the one hand, Typhon had a hundred 
heads and that, on the other, he emitted all sorts of animal cries, those of bull, lion, 
and puppy, led later sources, Nonnus and the scholia to Aeschylus and Plato, to 
infer that his heads belonged not just to snakes but to a range of different animals. 
I he different animal-heads of Nonnus’ Typhon (no total is given) all utter a 
terrible war-cry together. Drakontes that are somehow congenitally fused 
(symphyees) with him hang their heads down over his leopard-heads, lick the 
manes of his lion-heads, and mingle their venom with the foam spewed by his 
boar-heads, whilst their tails coil around the horns of his bull-heads. We infer, 
from his cacophony of mixed voices, that his heads also include those of wolves 
and dogs. But he has a central, tawny human face too, the one by means of which 
he converses with Cadmus. However, the hair on his human and animal heads 
consists, a la Medusa, of venom-dripping vipers.'^ 

In different ways, the production of Typhon is projected as the second act in a 
challenge to the authority of Zeus by a major female power. According to the 
Theogony, Typhon’s birth mother was Earth (with Tartarus the sire), and she 


Plato Phaedrus 230a. Cf. also Valerius Flaccus Argonauticci 2. 23-33 (Typhon churns the sea with 
his snakes as he is buried—by Neptune—under Etna). 

Nonnus Dkmysiaca. 

' General: e.g. 1. 187 (‘a twisted host of darting snakes’). Drakon: Nonnus Dionysiaca 1-2 passim. 
Vipers; 1. 173,218,2. 141,243, 383, 415-16 (his feet). Horned serpent: 1. 1193-4. Water-snake: 2. 142. 
Anguipede: 1. 184, 2. 30, 36. 

Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1. 6. 3. 

Nicander apud Antoninus Liberalis 28, Ovid Metamorphoses 3. 302-4, Hyginus Babulae 152. 
Nonnus Dionysiaca 1. 297, 2. 343 (he will need to make more thunderbolts for all these 
hands), 621. 

Hesiod Theogony S30-5; Nonnus Dionysiaca 1. 125, 154-62, 1. 173 (viper hair; echidnokornon), 2. 
32 (viper-hair), 2. 148, 2. 244-56, 2. 605-19); schol. Aeschylus Prometheus Bound 351; schol. Plato 
Phaedrus 230a, Lactantius Placidus on Thebaid 2. 595-6. 
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produced him in revenge against Zeus for his destruction of Typhon’s half- 
brothers (born of Uranus), the litans, whom he had already thrown into 
Tartarus.^” Later sources, from Euripides onwards, tend to merge I'yphon with 
those other sons of Earth, the Giants, and even with the Titans themselves. At least 
from the fourth century uc, as we will see, the Giants could also be conceptualized 
as anguipedes.^’ 

But according to the Homeric Hymn to Apollo Hera was rather his mother 
and he was significantly fatherless, for Hera bore him in a monogenesis competi¬ 
tion with her husband Zeus. Zeus was able to produce on his own the perfect 
Athene, but Hera could do no better than to produce monsters: first the lame 
Hephaestus, whom she hurled to earth from heaven in disgust; and secondly then 
the monstrous Typhon.-^ Art suggests a stronger congruence between the imper¬ 
fect, monstrous forms of Hera’s two sons than literature does, for in return-to- 
Olympus scenes Hephaestus is often depicted with severely twisted feet, which 
accordingly recall Typhon’s anguipede form.^^ An ancient variant of Hephaestus’ 
myth, already in the Iliad, tells that he was lamed rather when Zeus hurled him 
from heaven for helping Hera against him."’* And in this he parallels Typhon 
again, who, the Theogony tells, crashes to earth lamed when overcome by Zeus, 
and is then hurled down again into Tartarus.^® In his final confinement too 
Typhon is associated with Hephaestus: the Theogony compares him to the tin 
melted in the mountains under the guidance of Hephaestus, whilst, according to 
Pindar, he ‘sends up the most terrible fountains of Hephaestus’.-''’ But Aeschylus 
and Nicander co-opt Hephaestus to serve as guard over Typhon and as confiner of 
him at this point, setting his anvils over him and working his metals on top of his 
body.’^’’ The Homeric Hymn to Apollo also gives Typhon a third mother-figure in 
the suitable fonn of the fostering Delphic drakainar^ 

Zeus’ battle against 'Eyphon is first narrated expansively, and most influentially, 
in the Hesiodic Theogony, where his battle with Zeus is represented as something 
of an elemental conflict between the volcanic fire that shoots up from the earth 


Hesiod Theotrony 617-822; .see also schol. Aeschylus Prometheus Hound 351. 

-' Euripides Heracles 1271-3 (tliree-bodied Typhous associated with Giants; cf. Touchefeu-Meynier 
and Krauskopf 1997: 147-8). Callimachus Aetia El.35-6 Pf. (Zeus places Sicily on top ot the Giant 
Enceladus); Ovid Metamorphoses 5. 346-58 ('I'yphon as a Giant under Sicily); Hesychius s.v. TviPo: ivt 
Tom yiyavToir: Nonnus Dionysiaca I. 176, 220, 244, 263, 271, 291, 299, 415, 521, 2. 32, 141, 250, 256, 
368 380 427 448,521, 542 (Typhon as a Giant), 2. 230 (as a 1 itan, implicitly; cf. 2.340,567,591, where 
Typhon’expresses the aim of restoring the Titans to heaven); .schol. Homer Wad 2. 793 presents 
Typhon as produced by Earth and Hera in cahoots in revenge lor the killing ol the Giants (as opposed 


to the Titans). 

““ Homeric Hymn (3) to Apollo 311-18. 

See LIMC Hephaistos nos. 21 (?), 43 (?), 103a, 117 (?), 129, 142, 157d, Hephaistos/Sethlans 18a; 
Carpenter 1986: 13-29, with pis. 4-6. For the myth see Alcaeus F349 PMG/Campbell and Pausanias 1. 
20. 3: Uionysus made Hephaestus drunk and had him carried back to Olympus in a revel. Di.scu.ssion at 
Ogden 1997: 35-7, with further references. 

Homer Iliad 1. 1590-4, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1. 3. 5. 


Hesiod Theogony 839-43, 868. 

Hesiod Theogony 861-7; Pindar Pythians 1.2 5-6; cf. schol. Pindar Olympians 4. 12. 
Aeschylus Prometheus Bound 368-9, with schol. 351; Nicander apud Antoninus Liberalis 28. 
Homeric Hymn (3) to Apollo 300-6; so too Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1. 6. 3. 
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and the lightning fire that shoots down from the sky.“'^ Epimenides, writing 
C.500 BC, seems to have told the story of the battle in initially more human 
terms: ‘In Epimenides Typhon came up to attack Zeus’ palace whilst he was 
asleep. He seized control of the gates and got inside. But Zeus ran to the defence 
and, seeing the palace seized, is said to have killed him with a thunderbolt.’^^^ But 
aspects of Epimenides’ narrative may have been very ancient. The Theogony may 
be implicitly criticizing and correcting an already existing narrative in which 
Typhon caught Zeus sleeping when it says that Zeus ‘quicldy perceived’ that he 
was under attack, whilst Aeschylus is surely doing the same in telling us that Zeus 
responded to Typhon’s attack with his ‘unsleeping dart’ (dypvTTvov PeXoc)?^ 

Zeus seems to have acquired Pan as a helper from an early stage. The Titano- 
machy attributed to Eumelus (mid sixth century bc?) told that Zeus blasted 
Typhon with a thunderbolt after deceiving him with the help of Pan. Typhon 
was lurking in his pit and refusing to expose himself, so Pan invited him to dinner, 
brought him out from the depths of the earth and led him to the shore of the sea, 
where Zeus destroyed him with his thunderbolts.^^ Building on this, Oppian tells 
how Pan tricked Typhon into leaving his broad pit of Tartarus to go to the 
seashore for a fish dinner. Whilst he was there, exposed, Zeus rained thunderbolts 
and rocks down upon him, with the result that the yellow banks of seashores still 
blush red with his gore.^^ According to Apollodorus, Typhon stripped out Zeus’ 
sinews and carried him to the Corycian cave in Cilicia, where he set his foster- 
mother, the drakaina Delphyne, to guard the sinews concealed in a bearskin. But 
Zeus was then restored to completeness by Hermes and his son (Aigi)pan, and 
continued the pursuit of Typhon. As he chased Typhon across Thracian Haemus 
he blasted the mountain, whereupon blood (haima) gushed forth, giving it its 
name.^"^ According to the Suda, Pan captured Typhon in a net.^^ 

Pan features too in the most extended and elaborate narrative of the course of 
lyphon’s battle with Zeus to survive from antiquity, that of Nonnus (c. ad 430). 
The conflict begins when Zeus conceals his thunderbolts in an underground 
cavern whilst seducing Plouto, daughter of Cronus, to sire Tantalus. The thun¬ 
derbolts heat the rock and water around them, causing smoke and steam to rise up 
through the Mygdonian gorge in Macedonia, thus betraying their presence, 
lyphon’s mother, the Earth, advises him to steal the thunderbolts for himself, 
lyphon hides the weapons afresh in another cave (not necessarily his own). Ele 
then proceeds, in a truly cosmic battle, to attack heaven in the form of the 
constellations, from land and from sea.^^ At some point, Typhon succeeds in 
maldng off with Zeus’ sinews, which fall to the ground in the course of his battle 
with him.^^ Zeus conspires with Pan and Cadmus, and to this end they disguise 


Hesiod Theogony 820-8, 854-80. 

Epimenides TGrH 457 F8 = DK 3 B 8. 

Hesiod Iheogony 838, Aeschylus Prometheus Bound 360. 

Seeming fragment apud schol. Oppian Halieutica 3. 16, but the text does not appear in the 
collections of Davies or West. 

Oppian Halieutica 3. 16-25, with scholl. ad 24-5. 

Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1. 6. 3. 

Suda S.V. AXtTrXayKToc. 

Nonnus Dionysiaca 1. 145-293. 

As entailed by Nonnus Dionysiaca 1. 510-12. 
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Cadmus as a shepherd, so that he can bewitch Typhon by playing the panpipes. 
Duly enchanted by the pipes, Typhon leaves the thunderbolts in a cave for his 
mother. Earth, to guard, and follows the music to find Cadmus. He challenges him 
to a friendly musical competition, Cadmus’ panpipes against his own thunder, 
and promises that he will take him with him to heaven when he conquers it, giving 
him his choice of goddess for a bride—any except Hera, whom he will take 
himself. Cadmus tells Typhon that if he likes the pipes, he will love to hear him 
play a victory hymn for him on his lyre, provided that he can string it with Zeus’ 
sinews, so Typhon gives them to him, and Cadmus conceals them in turn in a cave 
of his own, whilst continuing to distract Typhon with pipe music.^^ In the 
meantime, Zeus secretly steals back his thunderbolts from the cave in which 
Typhon has hidden them. In his anger Typhon’s lion heads devour lions, bear 
heads bears, and serpent heads serpents, whilst his higher heads devour the birds 
from the air. He lays waste to the entire world, destroying its fertility. In the course 
of the battle, Zeus uses a combination of ice and fiery thunderbolts against 
Typhon, cutting off some of Typhon’s hands with sharp showers of hail, and 
deploying thunderbolts to shear off his animal heads and shrivel up his serpent 
heads. Zeus finally buries Typhon under Sicily, and constructs a cenotaph with the 
legend, ‘This is the tomb of earthborn Typhon, whom the ethereal fire burned up 
when he lashed the ether with rocks.’ Zeus rewards Cadmus with Harmonia as 
promised. This narrative gives a strong impression of assimilation between Zeus’ 
thunderbolts and his sinews. 

Of all Greek drakontes, Typhon is the one for whom the strongest case for 
specific Near Eastern influence has been mounted. It is now usually held that the 
myth of Zeus’ battle with Typhon effectively originated in an interpretatio Graecci 
of a mythical battle between a storm god and a sea-serpent that had been located 
since the age of the Hurrians on ancient Syria’s (modern Turkey’s) towering 
Mt. Kasios, now the Jebel Aqra, over the summit of which thunderbolts continue 
to flash. For the Hurrians, who had kiiown the mountain as Hazzi (probably the 
origin of the Greek name Kasios), the storm-god in question had been Teshub, 
and the dragon Hedammu. For the Hittites he had been Tarhunna, and the 
dragon Illuyanka. For the Canaanites, for whom the mountain was Sapuna, the 
storm-god in question had been Baal-Sapon, and he had been victorious over Yam 
and Litan/Lotan, the biblical Leviathan, the sea-serpents that were embodiments 
of chaos (all these tales are laid out in the Introduction).’^^ 

That said, the Augustan Strabo is the earliest Greek text explicitly to locate the 
battle between Zeus and Typhon near Mt. Kasios (he identifies Typhon with 
the Orontes river that flows beneath the mountain), before Apollodorus then 


Nonnus Dionysiaca 1. 362-534; cf. 2. 316-33, 581-6 also tor Typhon’s ambition to many Hera, 
principally as a symbol of his supplanting of Zeus. 

Nonnus Dionysiaca 2. 1-19, 42-236 (esp. 42-52), 425-30, 508-64, 620-30, 663-6, Nonnus 
knows that spouts up ‘the hot steam of the fiery thunderbolt’ also at Lydian Statala, the 

modern Adali-Karata, Dionysiaca 13. 496; cf. Lane Fox 2008: 305-6. 

The case laid out here is adumbrated at M. L. West 1997: 303-4, and argued in expansive detail by 
Lane Fox 2008: 255-73; cf. also Vian 1960. The myths of Teshub’s battle against Hedammu, Tarhun- 
na’s against Illuyanka, and Baal-Sapon’s against Yam and Litan/Lotan are discussed in the 
Introduction. 
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explicitly names the mountain itself as the location of the battle."^’ However, the 
earliest Greek sources locate Typhon and his battle across the gulf of Issus from 
Mt. Kasios in Cilicia. The Iliad speaks of Zeus lashing the earth with his thunder¬ 
bolts around Typhon in the land of the ‘Arimoi’ (a process evidently continuing 
beyond the victory)."^^ Hesiod has Typhon’s consort Echidna dwell in the land of 
‘Arima’.'^'^ Lane Fox has made a strong case for ‘Arima’ refracting the Hittite 
Cilician toponym Erimma, and for both names in turn belonging to the pair of great 
Cilician ravines with caverns leading to an underground river and now known to 
the Turks as ‘Heaven and HelF.'^'^ Cilicia itself is first named in connection with 
Typhon by Pindar, who places his birth there.'^^’ Then in the fourth century bc 
Callisthenes identified the Arimoi people and the ‘Arima mountains’ with the area 
of the Cilician Calycadnus river, the Corycian cave, and the promontory of Sarpe- 
don.‘^^ But from the fifth century bc the location of the actual battle and of Typhon’s 
place of eventual burial were already moving much further afield. As for the place of 
burial, Pindar has Typhon finally buried under Etna in Sicily and Cumae and 
Pithecussae in Campania. Strabo has a learned and reasonable explanation 
of Pindar’s thinking: he contends that not only was the Phlegraean Fields 
area, the region of Cumae and Pithecussae (and, of course, Vesuvius), volcanic, 
but so too was the entire Italian coast south of that point and down to Sicily, and 
that Typhon was stretched out for the entirety of this distance beneath the surface of 
the earth. The notion that Typhon was buried under Etna became understandably 
popular with Latin writers."^^ The location of the battle itself was also pushed 


Strabo C750-1; Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1 . 6 . 3. 

Homer///nd 2 . 781-3. 

Hesiod Theogony 304-7. 

^' Lane Pox 2008: 304-18. But it is the Hittite toponym Arimatta, which was located north-west of 
Cilicia in the region of Iconium (Konya), that has received more attention in these debates: see e.g. 
Watkins 1995: 450. M. L. West 1997: 301 n. 70 prefers to follow one of Strabo’s speculations at C626-7 
and derive the term rather from ‘Aramaeans’, but see Lane Fox 2008: 307. 

Pindar Pythians 1 . 15-28, 8 . 15-16, F92 SM; so too Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1. 6 . 3, Nonnus 
Dionysiaca 1 . 40, 55, 258-9, 321,2. 35, 633 (Nonnus roots 'Fyphon’s story in Cilicia, though his wide- 
ranging battle with Zeus takes him as far as Mygdonia in Macedonia, 1 . 145-53.). 

^ Callisthenes PGrll 124 F33, apud Strabo C626-7. Ampelius 2 . 10 presumably envisages Cilicia 
too when locating I'yphon’s birth in the Taurus mountains. Schol. Homer Iliad 2. 793 preserves an 
Orphic theogony that locates Typhon’s birth in Arima, and has him produced from two (!) eggs 
smeared in Cronus’ semen and buried in the earth by Hera; cf. Kirk, Raven, and Schofield 1983: 59-60 
no. 52 and Gantz 1993: 51. For Nonnus Typhon had an initial bloodstained lair in Cilician Arima 
{Dionysiaca 1 . 140). But his expansive narrative refers to a number of further caves, and it is not clear 
how many of these are to be identified with 'Lyphon’s home cave: that in which Zeus hides his 
thunderbolts ( 1 . 145 - 53 ) ought to be a different one; that in which Typhon, having stolen the 
thunderbolts, hides them in turn, may well be his home cave and is presumably the same as the one 
in which he subsequently leaves them for his mother. Earth, to guard (1. 163, 409-26); that in which he 
hides Zeus’ sinews may again be his home cave ( 1 . 486-534); and that in which Cadmus in turn 
conceals Zeus’ sinews is presumably a different one again ( 1 . 486-534). 

Pindar Pythians 1 . 15-28 (Cumae, Etna), Olympians 4. 6-7 (with scholl. ad loc.), F92 SM 
(Pithecussae, Etna), P’93 SM; cf. also schol. Pindar Olympians 1.31 and 4. 12 . Other sources agree 
that 'fyphon was buried under Etna and/or Pithecussae: Aeschylus Prometheus Bound 353-74, with 
schol. 351; Pherecydes E54 Fowler; Nicander apud Antoninus Liberalis 28, Strabo C248, C626-7 
(suggesting that arimoi is the Etruscan word for the ‘monkeys’, the pithekoi, that gave the island of 
Pithecussae its Greek name; cf. Lane Fox 2008: 315-17), Ovid Metamorphoses 5. 346-58, Fasti 4. 491-4; 
Valerius Flaccus Argonautica 2 . 23-33; Manilius 2 . 874-80; Seneca Thyestes 806-9 (where the 
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west into Asia Minor, principally, it seems, so as to identify it with the Lydian- 
Maeonian Catacaumene, the ‘Burnt Land’, that could also be seen as adjacent to 
Mysia and Phrygia. Thus Xanthus of Lydia more simply told that the battle with 
Typhon took place in Mysia, where a Icing Arimos and the people of the Arimoi 
lived, and that the Catacaumene, was so called because of the fiery battle; Diodorus 
located it rather in adjacent Phrygia.’^^ 

Of the three antecedent myths mentioned in association with Mt. Kasios, it is 
the Hittite tale of llluyanka and Tarhunna, laid out in its two versions in the 
Introduction, that seems to exhibit the closest fit with the Typhon myth:*"^ 

• Tarhunna, the storm god ~ Zeus, with his thunderbolts (Hesiod, etc.) 

• llluyanka, ‘Dragon’ ~ anguiform Typhon (Hesiod, etc.) 

• llluyanka’s lair ~ Typhon’s cave/Tartarus {Titanornachy [?], Apollodorus, 
Nonnus) 

• Kiskilussa ~ Cilicia, Korykion antron (Corycian cave), Sikelia (Sicily), 
(Pindar, Aeschylus, etc.) 

• The goddess Inara lures llluyanka from his lair with a deceitful feast ~ the 
gods Pan and Hermes lure Typhon from his lair with a deceitful feast 
(Titariornachy [?], Apollodorus, Oppian, Nonnus) 

• Inara employs a mortal helper against llluyanka in Hupasiya ~ Hermes 
employs a mortal helper against Typhon in Cadmus (Nonnus) 

• llluyanka renders the storm-god Tarhunna incapacitated by removing his 
heart and eyes ~ Typhon renders Zeus incapacitated by removing his sinews 
(Apollodorus, Nonnus) 

• llluyanka stores the removed body-parts in his house ~ Typhon stores the 
removed body-parts in a cave (Apollodorus, Nonnus) 

• llluyanka is finally bound ~ Zeus ‘lashes’ Typhon (Homer, Hesiod, Homeric 
Hymn) and ‘binds’ him under Etna (Pindar)^^ 


mountain that Typhon may have thrown himself off is presumably Etna); Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1. 6. 
3; Hyginus tabulae 152; Philostratus Imagines 2. 17. 5; Nonnus Dionysiaca 2. 620-30; schol. Euripides 
Phoenissae 1020; Eirst Vatican Mythographer 1.85. See Gantz 1993: 49 for the significance of Vesuvius. 
Schol. Plato Phaecirus 230a actually has 4 yphon being born in Sicily, but this probably represents 
confusion rather than tradition. 

Xanthus of Sardis FGrll 765 I*4a and b; cl. Strabo C626-7 (Lydia, Mysia), incorporating 
Demetrius of Scepsis E39 Gaede (Mysia). Diodorus 5. 71.2: ore (fxiciv aoroi' kui rove yiyavrac 
duiXciv, cv f.L€v Kprirr] rove ircfu MvXivov, Kara 8e rr)v ^Ppvyiav roue Trept Tinfydjva. Etymologicum 
Magnum s.v. TvcJhoc takes the battle to the Caucasus. 

For the Typhon myth in relation to the Hittite myth of llluyanka and Tarhunna, see Porzig 1930, 
Gaster 1950: 245-69, Fontenrose 1959: 70-6, 121-5, Vian 1960, Walcot 1966: 9-15, 25-6, M. L. West 
1966: 391-2, 1997: 300-4, 2007: 247, Littleton 1970: 93-7, Wakeman 1973: 45-7, Hurkert 1979: 7-9, 
1992: 94-5, Beckman 1982, Ballabriga 1990, Blaise 1992, Penglase 1994: 192-5, Watkins 1995: 448-62, 
Haas 2006: 97-103, Lane F'ox 2008: 299-300, 304-15. ’ 

For Watkins 1995: 453-9 the Hittite narrative’s assertion that llluyanka was bound with a cord, 
ishimanta (cognate with Greek Ifxdc, ‘thong’), encouraged, in the process of the direct transmission of 
the myth between the two languages, the use of similar-sounding (but only accidentally cognate) terms 
in the derived Greek tale of 'FyP^^^^*^- ^Tis is why the verb [(.idccoj is used frequently in the earlier 
versions of the 4’yphon story, albeit with the differentiated meaning of ‘lash’: above all Hesiod 
Theogony 857 (Zeus lashes 'Fyphon); so too Homer lliaii 2. 782, Homeric Hymn (3) to Apollo 340. 
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It is a curiosity that the Greek narratives that chime most strikingly with the 
Hittite are the late ones, Apollodorus, Oppian, and Nonnus. But these later texts 
surely do derive much from earlier ones. The scholium to Oppian cites the 
Titanomachy (genuinely?), and Apollodorus may derive his material from a 
source of some antiquity.'^ ^ 

The tradition of the battle between Zeus and Typhon exhibits a general 
similarity with some other Near-Eastern myths.It bears comparison with two 
myths of Ninurta. The first is that of the late-third-millennium Sumerian poem 
Lugal-e, in which the hissing sea-monster Azag-Labbu, born of Earth and Heaven, 
attempts to seize the throne of Ninurta who, qua storm-god, deploys winds and 
floods against his opponents, whilst both of them set fire to the landscape 
(Introduction).^^ The second is that of the Akkadian epic Anzu, first attested in 
the early second millennium bc, although the monster in question is not a dragon 
of any sort. Here Ninurta (Ningirsu) faces Anzu, the child of earth and flood- 
waters, born in a mountain. Anzu tc\kes the form of a huge bird, a lion-headed 
eagle, and he provokes whirlwinds by flapping his wings. He is also, somehow, 
identified with the mountain in which he is born. Anzu attempts to seize Enlil’s 
power whilst he takes a bath, by stealing the Tablet of Destinies. But Ninurta, 
again a master of storms, summons together seven winds against him. He 
eventually kills Anzu by shooting an arrow into his mountain and flaying him 
with his floods.^"^ The Typhon tradition also bears comparison with the tale of 
Marduk’s battle against Tiamat in the Akkadian epic Enurna elis (Introduction), 
this story also being first attested in the early second millenium bc and thought to 
be derivative of the Anzu story. Here too the storm-god deploys winds against a 
sea-monster.'"’^ 

From at least the time of Hecataeus, the Greeks syncretized Typhon with the 
Egyptian Seth, the great opponent of Osiris. No doubt Diodorus’ tale of Osiris and 
'Fyphon preserves something of what Hecataeus had said. This identification 
persisted to the end of antiquity, and came to thrive above all in the Greek 
Magical Papyri and the curse tablets of late antiquity.'*^" 

Prior to this the figure of Typhon had already become the plaything of the 
Orphic tradition of symbolic but obscurantist theogonies. The first Orphic reflex 
of dyphon was Ophion or Ophioneus, who had a consort in Eurynome. The 
couple was known already to Pherecydes of Syrus in the sixth century bc, and 
Apollonius of Rhodes puts a song about them into Orpheus’ mouth.Most of our 


'I’hough M. L. West 1997; 304 guesses Hellenistic. 

The case is laid out at M. L. West 1997: 300-4. 

For details of the text, see Introduction. 

For the Anzu texts see principally Hruska 1975 (with further items at Dailey 2000: 226) and, for 
translation, Dailey 2000: 203-27. 

Cf. M. L. West 1966: 302, 379. 

Hecataeus FGrH 1 F’300; so too Pindar F91 SM, Herodotus 2. 144, Strabo C803, Plutarch Isis and 
OsiriSy Moralia esp. 355f, 361 d, 363de, 367ab, 374c, 376f-377a. Diodorus 1. 21. I’he Greek Magical 
Papyri: see PGM vol. iii (the unpublished index volume, held in photocopy by major libraries) Register 
vi s.vv. CrjOy Tvrf)djv. Curse tablets: above all those collected in Wiinsch 1898. 

Principal texts: Pherecydes of Syros FF73, 78-80 Schibli, Apollonius Argonaiitica 1. 496-511, 
Lycophron Alexandra 1191-7, with scholl. at 1191, 1196, Philo of Byblos apud Eusebius Praeparatio 
Pvangelica 1. 10. 50, Lucian Podagra 99-105, Maximus of Tyre Philosophoumcna 4. 4. 5-8, Origen 
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sources for them confine themselves to noting that Ophion once ruled heaven, 
whilst Eurynome once ruled the sea, but that they were confronted by Cronus and 
Rhea respectively, who threw them down into Tartarus and took their places. 
Ophion’s names signify ‘snake’ (cf. ophis), and Origen comes close to asserting 
explicitly that his form was indeed serpentine.^^ What was the form of Eurynome? 
Pausanias knew of a goddess Eurynome worshipped in Phigalia. Was she the same 
one? Whilst she was considered, unpromisingly, an aspect of Artemis, she was 
also, more promisingly, a daughter of Ocean and in form a maiden above and a 
fish below.^^'^ We are reminded of Typhon’s traditional consort Echidna, of whom 
more anon, a maiden above and a serpent below. But perhaps Typhon’s Eur¬ 
ynome was even a pure serpent in form. That might explain Nonnus’ apparent 
confusion of her with Harmonia.^’^’ Pherecydes of Syrus told how Ophion and 
Cronus drew up armies against each other in their battle to possess heaven, and 
agreed tliat the loser would be the one that first fell into the Ocean.^’^ A scholium 
to the Iliad knows a variant according to which Ophion was rather the leader of a 
group of Giants who attempted to overthrow the rule of Zeus in Tartessos on the 
bounds of Ocean. Zeus defeated them and cast them into Erebus, where he made 
his father Cronus their king. But upon Ophion himself he placed a mountain 
subsequently to be called Ophonion (cf. Etna, etc., on Typhon). It seems that, like 
Typhon too, Ophion was a progenitor, since Philo of Byblos refers to his ‘Ophio- 
nidae’. Lucian’s claim that Gout was Ophion’s first child was presumably not 
canonical.^’- 

The second Orphic I'yphon-reflex was Chronus, a creature whose name signi¬ 
fies ‘Time’ but also seeks to identify him, kaleidoscopically, with Cronus. Athen- 
agoras describes Chronus as a drakon with the head of a lion attached to it, and 
between the heads of drakon and lion the foce of a ‘god’, i.e. presumably a 
humanoid one. Damascius in turn describes Chronus as a drakon with the 
heads of a bull and a lion attached to it, the face of a god ‘in the middle’, and 
with wings on his shoulders. Damascius attributes an account of this Chronus to a 
Hieronymus and a Hellanicus, probably the mid-third-century bc Peripatetic 
Hieronymus of Rhodes and the second-century bc (?) Hellanicus of Tarsus 
respectively. Like Typhon and Ophion Chronus too was a significant progenitor, 
producing a great egg from the shell of which the fabric of the known world came 
to be made, and from which emerged the next monstrous generation. The egg was 
produced either parthenogenetically, as Athenagoras implies, or, as Damascius 
tells, in conjunction with the female entities Ananke (Necessity), who was of the 


Contra Celsuni 6. 42-3, [Clement of Rome] Recognitions 10. 23, Nonnus 2. 572-4, 8. 158-61 (Harmo- 
nia), schol. Homer Iliad 8. 479, First Vatican Mythographer 3. 1. 1, Discussion: l-ontenrose 1959: 
230-9, Kirk, Raven, and Scholield 1983: 66-70, Schibli 1990: 78-103. 

Origen Contra Celsuni 6. 43, incorporating Pherecydes of Syros r73 Schibli. 

Pausanias 8. 41. 

Nonnus 8. 158-61, with Rose at Rouse, Rose, and Lind 1940-2 ad loc. 

Origen Contra Celsuni 6. 42, incorporating Pherecydes of Syros F79 Schibli. 

Pace Fontenrose 1959: 231, it does not seem particularly fruitful to align the Ophionidae with the 
Ophiogeneis. 
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same form, and the bodiless (or double-bodied) Adrasteia (Nemesis). Ananke 
would seem to evoke Typhon’s consort Echidna.^^ 

The third Orphic Typhon-reflex was Zeus-Sabazius. According to the Orphic 
Zagreus myth as first adumbrated for us by Athenagoras, writing between 176 and 
180 AD, Zeus-Sabazius pursued his own mother Rhea-Demeter. To evade his 
advances she transformed herself into a female serpent, a drakaina, whereupon 
Zeus-Sabazius then transformed himself into a male serpent, a drakoth and had 
sex with her in a ‘knot of Heracles’, as symbolized by Hermes’ caduceus. Perseph¬ 
one was the fruit of this union. Zeus-Sabazius then raped Persephone too, again in 
the form of a drakon, and thus sired Dionysus-Zagreus in the form of a bull.^''* 
A case can be made for taking the motif of Zeus Sabazius’ siring in drakon-t'orm 
back to the late fourth century bc: the Superstitious Man of Theophrastus’ 
Characters (319 bc) invokes Sabazius if he sees even a gentle pareias snake in 
the house; and Demosthenes seems be referring to the rites of Sabazius in On the 
Crown (330 bc) when he speaks of Aeschines participating in orgiastic rites with 
his mother, in which pareias snakes are squeezed and lifted over the head to cries 
of euoi saboif"^ This myth too gives us a serpent progenitor-couple, and kaleido¬ 
scopes the motifs of the canonical Typhon myth still further in contriving to 
identify the Typhon-figure with Zeus himself.^’^’ 


ECHIDNA, SLAIN BY ARGUS 

Typhon’s consort. Echidna (‘Viper’),^'^ is described briefly in the Theogony: above 
she is a fair-cheeked maiden with a darting glance; below she is a terrible, flashing- 


Principal texts: Atlienagoras Legatio 18; Damascius De Priricipiis 123, i p. 318 Ruelle. Discussion: 
Kirk, Raven, and Schofield 1983: 22-8, 56-60 (25 for Hellanicus of'I’arsus), M. L. West 1983: 189-202, 
Ahbel-Rappe 2010:498-9 (499 for Hieronymus of Rhodes). Pherecydes of Syros 1*P14, 60,65-6. Schibli 
had already known a Chronus too, and had made him one of the three founding principles of the 
universe, alongside Zas (Zeus) and Chthonie. But there is no indication in the surviving fragments that 
he was a drakon for him. 4’he brief 4’yphon narrative at schol. Homer Iliad 2. 793 combines elements of 
a canonical account of the myth with imagery derived from the Chronus tradition, with Typhon being 
born from two (!) eggs produced by Cronus. 

Athenagoras Legatio 20; details are added by Clement of Alexandria Protrepticus 2. 16 p. 14, 
Potter, Arnobius Against the Heathens 5. 20-1, and Firmicus Maternus 10; cf also Nonnnus Dionysiaca 
5. 562-9, 6. 155-68. 4'he age of Athenagoras is also the point at which snakes first enter Sabazius’ 
iconography: LIMC Sabazios nos. 4 and 9; cf. Gicheva 1997. In the former image, an undated Roman 
stele from Manisa (lst-3rd cent. ad?), snake scuttles along under the legs of the horses pulling 
Sabazius’ chariot, whilst an attendant holds a caduceus. In the latter, a bust of the god of the 2nd 
century ad, the god holds, inter alia, a branch around which a snake entwines. 

'fheophrastus Characters 16; Demosthenes 18. 259-60. Other elements of the Zagreus myth can 
be taken back considerably earlier: Alcnieonis F3 West (6th or 5th cent, bc) = Etymologiocurn 
Gudianuni s.v. Zaypevc; Pindar 1T33.1 Snell-Miihler (early 5th cent, bc) = Plato Meno 81b; cf also 
the Derveni Papyrus (c.330 bc), at Kouremenos, Parassoglou, and 4'santsanoglou 2006. Further sources 
are collected at Kern 1922 nos. 210-35. See Fauth 1967: 2270-1, Burkert 1985: 297-8, Brouwer 1989: 
340-4, Gantz 1993: 118-19 and, more generally, Vermaseren and Lane 1983-9. 

However, Zeus is not formally attested as identified with Sabazius prior to an inscription of 
Attains III of 135/4 bc: Dittenberger 1903-5 no. 331 = Welles 1934 no. 67 = /. Pergamon no. 248; cf 
E. V. Hansen 1971: 190 and 441. 

Principal texts: Hesiod Theogony 295-327, Hipponax F79 West line 11, Epimenides F-GrH 457 
F5, Acusilaus FI3 Fowler, Bacchylides 5. 60-2, Pherecydes FF7, 16b Fowler, Sophocles Trachiniae 
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skinned, and raw-llesh-devoiiring serpent. She is immortal and lives in a cave in 
the earth beneath the Arimoi. The description of her as raw-flesh-eating may 
suggest that her serpent half culminates in a serpent-head, like the Lamia of Dio 
Chrysostom (below). She bears to Typhon a host of mainly anguiform monsters: 
Orthus, Cerberus, Hydra, Chimaera, Sphinx and the Nemean Lion.^'^ Only Aris¬ 
tophanes develops the details of her form, when his Aeacus tells Dionysus, 
masquerading as Heracles, that she will tear his innards apart: he asserts that 
she has a hundred heads (a la Typhon), presumably snake heads again, 
and presumably, therefore, branching from her bottom half. But this exuberant 
description need not relate strongly to canon.^’'^ Despite Hesiod’s assertion of her 
immortality, Apollodorus tells that she was slain in her sleep by the all-seeing 
Argus.^^^ Whilst there are frequent further mentions of her in the pagan literary 
tradition, it is only in the role of genealogical link, most commonly that of 
progenitrix of other anguiform monsters (see Ch. 4). She is, however, strikingly 
refracted in Herodotus’ Scythian Echidna, a ‘half-maiden, a double-formed ech¬ 
idna . Herodotus, attributing the tale to ‘Pontic Greeks’, tells how Heracles was 
driving the cattle of Geryon through the future Scythia, but lay down for a nap 
under his lionskin. As he slept, his mares were spirited away by Echidna, a 
creature who was a girl above and a snake {ophis) below. She refused to return 
them to Heracles until he had sex with her. Heracles duly did this, but she delayed 
the return of the horses for some time, so that Heracles would continue with his 
lovemaking. When she had conceived three sons, she restored the horses to him. 
She then asked Heracles what she must do with the sons when they were grown: 
should she keep them there in the country she ruled, or should she send them on 
to him? Heracles gave her one of his bows and his belt, which had a golden vessel 
attached to its clasp. He told her to let the son that was able to bend his bow as he 
did, and that put on his belt, remain in her land, but to send the others away. Only 
her youngest son. Scythes, was able to bend the bow, and he remained in the land 
and inherited her kingdom, becoming the founder and eponym of the Scythians. 
And because of him the Scythians of Herodotus’ own day, supposedly, continued 
to carry vessels on their belts.^' Like the Hesiodic Echidna, this one too is first and 
foremost a progenetrix. And the Hesiodic is gloriously reborn in the Acts oj Philips 


1097-9, Euripides Phoetiissae 1020, Callimachus F515 PfeilTcr, Lycophron Alexandra 1353-4, Virgil 
Ciris 67, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 1 .2,2. 3. 1,2. 5. 1,2. 5. 10-11,3. 5. 8, Epitome 1.1,1 lyginus I-ahiilae 
preface and 151, Pausanias 3. 18. 10,8. 18. 1. Iconography; lAMC Echidna (no certain example survives, 
though Pausanias 3. 18. 10 tells us that images other were made). Discussions: Kiister 1913: 86-92, 
M. L. West 1966 on lines 306-7,Visintin 1977, Lambrinudakis 1986, Sancassano 1997/); 60-3. 

Hesiod Theogony 295-327; cf. West 1966 ad loc. 

Aristophanes Frogs 473-4. 'lyphon; Hesiod Theogony 825. 

Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 1.2; for Argus see Ch. 6. 

Herodotus 4. 8-10. See Visintin 2000, Ustinova 2005, and Asheri, Lloyd, and Corcella 2007 ad 
loc. (pp. 577-9), Ogden 201 hi: 146-50. Asheri, Lloyd, and Corcella take this to be an essentially Greek 
tale customized with local Scythian colour, whereas Ustinova 2005 argues for a Central Asian origin, 
prefiguring as it does E'erdowsi’s tale of Rostam and I'amineh; Shahnameh V. 434-42, translated at 
Warner and Warner 1912: ii. 120-6 and Davis 2006: 187-9. See also Ogden 201 hi: 146-50 for 
comparison of this tale with the Alexander tradition’s tale of Alexander’s encounter with the Amazon 
queen 4'halestris (Diodorus 17. 77. 1-3, Strabo C505, fustin 2. 4. 33, 12. 3. 5-7, 9, 42. 3. 7, (Airtius 6. 5. 
24-32, Plutarch Alexander 46, Orosius 3. 18. 5). 
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where this archetypal ‘mother of snakes’ becomes the saint’s principal adversary 
and indeed nemesis, and is cast into a hole in the earth (Ch. 11). Whilst antiquity 
knew of other male anguipedes (Typhon, the Giants, Cecrops), there was perhaps 
a particular tendency for female anguiforms to be conceptualized specifically in 
this way: with Echidna we should compare. Lamia aside, Delphyne (Ch. 1), Hecate 
(Ch. 7), and Scylla (Ch. 3)7^ 


GIANTS, SLAIN BY THE GODS 

The myth of the Giants’ doomed battle against the gods, the ‘Gigantomachy’, may 
be summarized as follows. Resentful of the fate of the Titans and fertilized by 
Uranus, Earth gave birth to the Giants at Phlegra or Pallene. They were huge and 
invincible, and had drakontes for feet. They assaulted heaven with rocks and 
burning tree trunks. The gods possessed an oracle that the Giants could only be 
overcome by a mortal, and called in Heracles to help them. All the gods engaged 
individual Giants in battle, with Athene throwing Sicily on top of Enceladus as he 
fled, and Poseidon throwing Nisyrum, the adjunct to Cos, on top of Polybotes. 
Zeus destroyed most of them with his thunderbolts, with Heracles finishing them 
off with his arrows. Earth, angrier still, now produced Typhon ... ^^ 

It is difficult to reconstruct the Giants’ mythical tradition, since the extant 
literary sources for it, which effectively begin with the Theogony s observation that 
they were sired in Earth by the drops of blood that fell upon her when Zeus 
castrated Uranus, typically refer to the Gigantomachy glancingly or focus only 
upon monomachies within it.^"^ No synoptic account survives prior to that of 
Diodorus of the first century bc; our summary is based directly on Apollodorus’, 
which may, however, derive from a fourth-century bc model. 

By contrast the theme of the Gigantomachy flourished in art from the mid sixth 
century bc until the end of the imperial age: over six hundred images of it 
survive.^^ It is in the iconographic record of the fourth century bc that the Giants 
first acquire their serpent feet: thereafter serpent feet become more common in 
their representation throughout the Hellenistic period, with some particularly fine 
examples on the frieze of the Great Altar of Pergamum,^^ until they become all but 
universal in the imperial period, and indeed the principal means of identifying 


Cf. Visintin 1977. 

Principal (synoptic) texts: Diodorus 3. 70. 3-6 (= Dionysius Scytobrachion FGrH 32 P85), 71. 
2-6; Horace Odes 3. 4. 49-80; Ovid Metamorphoses 1. 151-62; Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1 . 6 . 1-3; 
Claudian 53 Hall (Gigarttornachia); Tzetzes on Lycophron Alexandra 63. Principal iconography: LIMC 
Gigantes, Vian 1951. Discussions: Vian 1951, 1952n, \952b, Picard 1953, Dorig and Gigon 1961, 
Hardie 1986: 85-156, Vian and Moore 1988, Gantz 1993: 445-54. 

Hesiod Theogony 183-6, The Odysseys Giants stand a little outside the remainder of the 
tradition, in so far as they are here ethnologized into a wild, arrogant, and doomed race, formerly 
presided over by a king Eurymedon (7. 56-60). However, they are explicitly compared to the rock¬ 
throwing Eaestrygonians (10. 120-2) and possibly also to the monstrous Cyclopes (7. 205-6); cf. Gantz 
1993: i. 445-6. 

'I’he complex and centrifugal literary sources for the Giants tradition are listed and reviewed at 
Vian and Moore 1988: 191-6. 

LIMC Gigantes offers no fewer than 613 entries. 

LIMC Gigantes 24, 
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Giants as such in more isolated depictions/^ (Prior to this, and otherwise, Giants 
are often distinguished by nudity or the wearing of animal skins, or by their 
weapons of choice, rocks and logs.)^'^ 

The earliest anguipede Giant is to be found on a red-figure vase of c.400-375 
BC, in a battle with Dionysus, and already he is fully in the form that will be the 
most typical for the remainder of antiquity: his two legs each merge into serpents 
and end in serpent-heads/^^ Thereafter, anguiform Giants are occasionally found 
in other configurations too:^^ 

• With a single or double serpent-tail proper (i.e. no serpent heads on the end), 
from the fourth century bc/'^ 

• With each of their two serpent legs bifurcating to end in a total of four 
serpent heads, from the third century bc/^ 

• With two fish-tails, from the third century bc (for which see Ch. 3)/‘^ 

• With serpents sprouting from the hips or the shoulders, from the third 
century bc/^ 

• With serpents mixed into their hair, from c. ad 150/^’ 

The proliferation of the Giants’ iconography allows us to tell beyond doubt that it 
was in Magna Graecia that the anguipede variant was first developed: it is from 
here that all fourth-century bc examples of anguipede Giants derive/^ We are also 
able to tell that the Giants took their anguipede form over quite directly from their 
half-brother Typhon, with whom they are so closely assimilated in narrative as 
monstrous children produced by Earth in a spirit of revenge, with the mission to 
attack and overthrow the gods in heaven, and whose fate they share, blasted by 
thunderbolts and, in Enceladus’ case, buried under Sicily. In archaic iconography 
Typhon was normally depicted as multiply anguipede, as we have seen, and had 
long been a popular figure on Etruscan pots from the sixth century bc.^^ It was 
no doubt due to the influence of Typhon too that anguipede Giants were 
also sometimes given wings, first in the later fourth century.^‘^ In some puzzling 


A deracinated use of CJiants that became particularly popular in the imperial period was their 
deployment as ‘atlantes’, roof supports, actual or decorative, male equivalents of caryatids: LIMC 
Gigantes 590-607; cf Vian and Moore 1988: 269-70. 

Cf. Vian and Moore 1988: 251-2, 254. 

”” LIMC Gigantes 389; cf. Vian and Moore 1988: 253. Mention of the Giants’ serpent elements does 
not manifest itself directly in the literary record actually until the 3rd century nc (if we discount 
speculation about Apollodorus’ source): Naevius F4 Strzelecki refers to bicorpores Gigantes; on the 
Greek side we have to wait for Diodorus 1. 26, polysCmiatoi. At the end of antiquity C'laudian’s 
Gigantoniachia makes repeated reference to the Giants’ serpents, lines 8, 80-1, 111-13. 

Cf. Vian and Moore 1988: 253. 
e.g. LIMC Gigantes 402. 
e.g. LIMC Gigantes 91, 492-3. 

‘ e.g. LIMC Gigantes 433-5, 593-4. 
e.g. LIMC Gigantes 61. 

e.g. LIMC Gigantes 486. Cf Nonnus Dkmysiaca 1.18, where the Giants are drakontokomoi. 
LIMC Gigantes 58-60, 77-8, 389, 398, 400-2; cf Vian and Moore 1988: 253. 

Cf Vian and Moore 1988: 253. The confusion between Typhon and Giant seems to be particu¬ 
larly marked in the case of the later 4th-century bc Apulian crater, LIMC Gigantes 398. 
e.g. LIMC Gigantes 24, 26, 58, 60-1, 483; cf Vian and Moore 1988: 253. 
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imperial images anguipede Giants appear to wield Zeus’ thunderbolt. This notion 
too may have been influenced by the myth of Typhon, who succeeded in stealing 
Zeus’ thunderbolts from him.^^ 

Although it is the fourth century bc that sees the arrival of anguipede Giants, 
serpents or serpent imagery had been commonly associated with both sides of the 
Gigantomachy since long before this, and more particularly with that of the gods. 
In early art serpents are sometimes exclusively associated with the gods’ side, and 
particularly with Dionysus and Athene. A serpent fights alongside Dionysus on 
scenes from c.550 bc,'^’ whilst serpents fight alongside Athene in various configur¬ 
ations, either as part of her aegis or in the form of an independent assistant, from 
the late sixth century bc until the early second century bc (see further Ch. 5, with 
Fig. 5.1).'^“ But before this already, in one of the very earliest representations of the 
Gigantomachy, a black-figure vase of c.575-550 bc, Zeus fights against his Giants 
with an aegis-shield fringed with serpents, whilst a serpent seemingly leaps out 
against Poseidon from the centre of the shield of the Giant, Polybotes, he is fighting 
with a trident.^^^ On an Athenian red-figure vase of c.410-400 by the Aristophanes 
painter, both Ares and two of the Giants display serpents on their shields.*^"^ 
The notion that the Gigantomachy was a battle of serpent against serpent (cf. 
Ch. 6) came to flourish in particular after the development of the anguipede Giants, 
with serpents continuing to fight on the side of the gods against them in their 
new form. The point is made most clearly on a pair of third-century bc Apulian 
ceramic medallions. On one of these Athene, wearing the aegis with gorgoneion, 
attacks a humanoid Giant whilst her assistant serpent attacks his leg. On the 
paired medallion, Athene fights an anguipede Giant, from whose hips a further 
range of serpents springs (he is also winged).A fragmentary Gigantomachy 


’ c.g. LIMC Gigantes 505 (ad 189); cf. Vian and Moore 1988: 254. 

On a series of Athenian images of the 550-420 bc period, mainly red-figure vases, Dionysus 
attacks a Giant with the aid of a serpent and sometimes also lions, panthers, or dogs. In a particularly 
fine image of c.480 bc Dionysus attacks the Giant with a panther and a huge bearded serpent, which 
coils around the Giant. On a vase of c.430-20 bc, Dionysus attacks a Giant with the aid of a pair of 
serpents: L/MC Gigantes 18 (Parthenon metope), 153, 171 (550-525 bc), 193, 310, 324, 332, 368, 369 
(the fine image), 371, 373-7, 382 (the serpent pair). CT. Vian and Moore 1988: 261. 

IJMC Gigantes 343 (late 6th-cent. Athenian red-figure vase: Athene attacks a Giant wearing the 
aegis elaborately fringed with serpents, and with a large serpent blazon on her shield), 415 (Etruscan 
vase, c.500-475 bc; Athene fights a Giant with an aegis-shield fringed with serpents; cf. Vian and 
Moore 1988: 255), 311-12 (Athenian red-figure vases, c.460-450 bc; Athene attacks a giant in the 
company of‘her’ serpent), 425, 428 (Etruscan vases of c.460 bc and 4th or 3rd cent, bc respectively; 
Athene fights a Giant with a serpent); 24 (the Great Altar of Pergamum frieze of the early 2nd cent, bc; 
the latest scene in which Athene is aided by a serpent). 

LIMC Gigantes 170; for the earliest Gigantomachy scenes, cf. Vian and Moore 1988: 251. 

LIMC Gigantes 318. The reconstruction of the west pediment of the Alcmaeonid temple of 
Apollo at Delphi, c.500 bc, at LIMC Gigantes 3 offers an independent serpent filling the left corner of 
the pediment, either attacking or supporting the adjacent Giant. 

LIMC Gigantes 61 h; cf. Vian and Moore 1988: 255-6. Note also LIMC Gigantes 45 (a fragment of 
a late 4th-cent. bc: South Italian relief vase; Heracles fights a fully humanoid Giant, whose knee is being 
bitten by a serpent, possibly that of Athene; cf. Vian and Moore 1988 ad loc.), 90 (Augustan intaglio 
thought to be modelled after a 4th-cent. bc original; a serpent attacks the right leg of a sole Giant), 
28 (west frieze of the Lagina Hecateion, of the late 2nd-cent. bc; a figure possibly to be identified as a 
Moira attacks a Giant with the aid of a serpent; cf. Vian and Moore 1988: 263). On LIMC Gigantes 
24 (frieze of the Great Altar of Pergamum of the early 2nd-cent. bc) Zeus is protected by an aegis of 
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frieze from Aphrodisias of c. ad 150 is of particular interest for its orgy of serpent 
forms. All the giants are anguipede, and one also has serpent-hair. One of the Giants 
flees a pair of horned serpents, who may have drawn a chariot (Athene’s?). We have 
the fragments also of another chariot that was drawn by winged serpents with lion- 
feet: this chariot may have borne Dionysus or Cybele.'^^ Around the same time 
Hyginus notes the belief that the Giants had thrown an independent serpent at 
Athene, which she then catasterized as the constellation of Draco.^^ 

In the second and third centuries ad Mithraic art also appropriated the imageiy 
of the Gigantomachy, in particular the battle between Zeus and an anguipede 
Giant, to stand for the battle between Ahura-Mazda and the evil Ahriman 
(sponsor, in Avestan myth, as we saw, of Azi Dahaka: Introduction). Several 
surviving Mithrea are decorated with such scenes in fresco."^^ 

Given the rich anguiform imagery attaching to both Typhon and the Giants, 
one might have expected that the first in Earth’s series of heaven-assaulting 
monsters, the Titans, would also have been imbued with serpent imagery, but 
there is no indication of this in the literary sources and, in marked contrast to their 
Giant brothers, they are wholly absent from the iconographic record.'^^ The closest 
we come to a drakon in some sort of association with the Titans is in the case of 
Campe.^^^^^ Apollodorus, seemingly recycling the Eumelian Titanonuichy, uniquely 
tells us that in the battle of Zeus against the Titans he released the Cyclopes, who 
had been hurled down into Tartarus, to help him with the thunderbolts they 
manufactured (cf. the role of Heracles in the Gigantomachy)^ and that he did so by 
slaying their female guard, Campe. We are told nothing yet of her shape, but her 
implied underground life and her role as a guardian (cf. Ch. 4) suggest she may 
already have been conceived of as a drakaina. Subsequently Diodorus (after 
Dionysius Scytobrachion) tells that Campe was an earthborn monster that terror¬ 
ized the Libyan city of Zabirna (one thinks here of the Libyan Lamia) and was 
slain by Dionysus in some sort of loose association with the Titanomachy. The 
god raised a great mound over the body to his own glory. It is not until Nonnus 
that we get a full-blown physical description of her, and she is indeed now an 
anguiform and reminiscent of Typhon in shape: she is of vast size; her principal 
head and torso are those of a woman, with the scales of a ketos from the chest 
down; her hair consists of venomous drakontes; her legs consist of a thousand 
coiling vipers; fifty animal heads project from around her neck, including those of 
lions, boars, and dogs, inviting comparison with both the Sphinx and Scylla; her 


menacing serpents as he figlits. Also in tliis scene a goddess fights the Giants armed with a hydria 
around which a serpent coils; perhaps she is Styx with her water of mortality (Apuleiiis Metamorphoses, 
cf. Vian and Moore 1988: 267-8). 'I’he frieze also bestows other animal parts upon some of its 
anguipede Giants, giving one bull horns and another a lion head: we think of the later sources for 
'fyphon, which give him the heads of these animals inter alia: see above). 

LIMC Gigantes 486; cf. Vian and Moore 1988: 262. 

Hyginus Astronomica 2. 3. 

LIMC Gigantes 507-20, 552-4. 

Principal texts: Iliad 8. 477-81, 14. 203-4, 274, 15. 224-5, Hesiod Theogony 133-6, 617-735, 
Eumelus ’I'itanomachy (fragments), Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1.2. 1 (= Eumelus 'I'itanoniachy 1*6 West). 
'I'heir absence from the iconographic record: Bazant 1997. 

'fexts: Diodorus 3. 72, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1.2. 1 = Eumelus I'itanomachy E6 West, Nonnus 
Dionysiaca 18. 236-67. Discussion: Fontenrose 1959: 243-4, Mayor 2000b: 150-1. 
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arms end in cumng talons; a scorpion-tail arches over her head; she is a ‘blacks 
winged nymph of Tartarus’ and rouses storms with her wings; she shoots fire froin 
her eyes. She is a mistress of earth, air, and sea. Zeus destroys her with his 
thunderbolt. What does her name mean? The Greek texts, as edited, supply her 
name with a paroxytone accent, and as a word (/ca/xTrr/) this signifies caterpillar or 
silkworm. Its oxytone homonym (/cap.7rr/) signifies primarily the winding of a 
river, and thereafter any form of flexion or curve.Both are appropriate to an 
anguiform monster. 

More loosely allied with the Titans and the Giants was Brychon. For Lycophron 
he was an ‘ox-horned river’ and servant of‘the earthborn’; he enriched the fields of 
Pallene, site of the Giants’ revolt, with his waters. But Ovid, our principal source, 
describes him as bull in front and a serpent (serpens) behind. He explains that he 
was kept by Styx in a grove surrounded by a threefold wall. An oracle told that he 
that burned Brychon’s innards was destined to conquer the gods. The ‘Titan’ 
Briareus slew him with an adamantine axe and was about to put his innards in the 
flames when they were snatched from his hand by a hawk sent by Zeus. However, 
his form as described by Ovid remains suggestive of the iconography of a river 
god, as Fontenrose noted. Similarly Achelous’ front half could combine humanoid 
with bovine characteristics (including horns), whilst his back half could consist of 
a serpentine-piscine tail, as on a fine c.520-510 bc stamnos from Cerveteri.‘^“ 


LAMIAU SLAIN BY COROEBUS AND OTHERS 

‘Lamia’ (Fig. 2.2) sometimes functions as a proper name for an individual monster 
and sometimes as a generic term for a class of ghostly, vampiric, or bestial creatures. 
In some of the narratives associated with the name or the term it is clear that we are 
dealing with composite drakontes^ and serpentine elements can be associated with 
them even when the overall form of the creature remains obscure. 


Texts: Lycophron Alexandra 1404-8 (Tzet/x'S is strangely silent), Ovid Fasti 3. 792-808. 
Discussion: Fontenrose 1959: 245-7. The Cerveteri stamnos: LIMC Acheloos 245; cf. Ch. 4. Smla s.v. 
Bfxwxoc glosses the seemingly related name with the paroxytone /m/x 7 rr; (in Adler’s edition); perhaps 
we should read rather the oxytone /<ra/x 7 rrj. 

Principal texts for Lamiai in general (excluding the two Delphic narratives immediately dis¬ 
cussed): Stesichorus F220 PMG/Campbell, Aristophanes Wasps 1035, repeated verbatim at Peace 758 
(with scholl.), Euripides F472m TrGF (= 922 Nauck), Duris of Samos FGrH 76 F35, Diodorus 20. 41. 
3-6, Horace Ars Poetica 340, Dio Chrysostom Oration 5, Plutarch On Curiosity 2, Moralia 515f-516a, 
Heraclitus De Incredibilibus 34 Lamia, Apuleius Metamorphoses 1. 17, Philostratus Life of Apollonius 
4. 25, Hesychius s.v. Lamia, Isidore of Seville Etymologies 8. 11. 102, schol. Aeliiis Aristides p. 102 Jebb, 
Suda s.v. Mormo, schol. Pausanias 1. 1. 2, schol. 4’heocritus 15. 40. Principal iconography: LIMC 
Herakles 2834-7, Lamia 1-3. However, I do not believe that any of the images collected here can be 
related to Lamiai with any degree of probability (cf Boardman 1992: 189, ‘There are no certain 
representations’; Burkert 1992: 82, ‘there is no undisputed Greek representation of her’) and I take 
no account of them in what follows. I contend below that we do indeed have a secure ancient image of a 
Lamia, but that we must look for it elsewhere. Discussions: Rohde 1925: 590-3, Fontenrose 1959: 44-5, 
100-4, 119-20, 1968: 81-3, E. Vermeule 1977, Scobie 1983: 21-30, Boardman 1992, Burkert 1992: 
82-7, Leinweber 1994, Johnston 1999: 161-99 (with care), W. F. Hansen 2002: 128-30, Resnick and 
Kitchell 2007, Felton 2012. 
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Fig. 2.2. The anguipede Lamia with Apollo at Delphi. Apollo sits on the omphalos, behind 
the tripod, bow in hand. Attic white-ground lekythos, c'.475-450 uc. Musee du Louvre 
CA1915 = LIMC Apollon 998. Redrawn by Eriko Ogden. 


Let us begin with two similar narratives with strong Delphic associations, and 
first the myth of the monster challenged and slain by Coroebus of Argos. She is 
only explicitly named a lamia by the ninth-eleventh century au First Vatican 
Mythographer, whilst earlier Greek sources term her a poine (‘punishment’, 
‘vengeance’) or a her (‘death-demon’), but, as we will see, her identification as a 
lamia is undoubtedly accurate and ancient. Pausanias, and perhaps others too, 
found the story carved in elegiac verses on the tomb of Coroebus in the Megarian 
agora, and illustrated with an image on top of the tomb of Coroebus killing the 
monster. The earliest literary source to mention the tale is Callimachus. Apollo 
seduces and impregnates Psamathe the daughter of Crotopus of Argos. In fear of 
detection by her father Crotopus, Psamathe exposes her baby, Linus, in his sheep- 
pens, whereupon it is torn apart by his sheepdogs. In grief she reveals what has 
happened, and her implacable father executes her. Apollo then sends the latnia- 
poine-ker to wreak vengeance for the child and its mother, and she seizes babies 
from their mothers’ breasts and devours them. The youth Coroebus slays the 
monster with his sword, and the Argive people then mangle her with staves and 
knock her teeth out. Thereupon Apollo sends a second bane upon Argos, a plague 
that can only be averted by the sacrifice of the monster’s killer. Coroebus accord¬ 
ingly travels to Delphi and nobly offers to sacrifice himself to Apollo; but the god 
is charmed by him and so spares him. However, he is forbidden to return to Argos 
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and given the task of founding a new city: he is to carry a tripod out of the Delphic 
sanctuary until he drops it, and found the city at that spot. The city duly founded 
is that of Tripodiskoi, Little Tripods, in the Megarid. Meanwhile, the Argives 
name a month ‘Sheep month’ (Arneios) in memory of the sheep-pens in which 
Linus died, and initiate an annual ‘Sheep festival’ that includes an expiatory 
sacrifice of stray dogs to Apollo.’^'^ The tale is told most expansively and enga¬ 
gingly by Statius, who describes the monster, which he does not name, in some 
detail. She has the face and bosom of a girl, but she is an emguipede and, in 
addition, a single, hissing snake-head rises from her brow and divides it. She has 
two hooked claws and nails like iron with which she is still skewering her latest 
baby victims when Coroebus encounters her.^^^ 

It has escaped notice that a unique but fine illustration of this myth survives on 
a c.470-460 bc white-ground lekythos, which, incidentally, pushes the earliest 
attestation of the myth back by two centuries (Fig. 2.2). Apollo sits with his 
drakon-shying and plague-sending bow on his omphalos^ in front of which stands 
a tripod, which not only signifies the location of Delphi, as does the omphalos, but 
also anticipates the foundation of Tripodiskoi. In attendance stands an anguipede, 
from the top of whose humanoid head grows a serpent-head, and who reaches 
forwards with two large claw-like hands. The match with Statius’ description is 
exquisite. 

The second Delphic narrative consists of a tale taken over by Antoninus 
Liberalis from the second-century bc Fleteroioumena of Nicander.^^^^ According 
to this a monster called Lamia or Sybaris would venture out of her cave on 


Callimachus Aitia P26-31e Pf., with cliegesis (does the 7T(uSo(j)6v(p oi'V26 define Crotopus or 
the laniia^); Conon I'GrH 26 Fl.xix (Photius cod. 186); Ovid Ibis 573-6 with schol.; Statius I'hebaid i, 
557-668 with Lactantius Placidus on 1. 570; Palatine Anthology 7. 154 {ker)\ Pausanias 1. 43. 7-8 
(poine), 2. 19. 8 First Vatican Mythographer 2. 66 {lamia; Crotopus kills his seduced daughter because 
she is a Vestal Virgin!). Discussion at Fontenrose 1959: 104-5, 115. For the ker as a demon of death: 
Homer Iliad 18. 535-8 (= [Hesiod] Shield 156-60), Odyssey 14. 207-8, [Hesiod] Shield 248-63. 

Statius 'I'hebaid 1. 599-600 [aeternum stridens a ueriice surgit [ et ferrugineatn frontem dis- 
criminat anguis), 601-2 (scjualida passu \ inlahi) 610-11 {tinea rnanus.. .ferrathjue ungues). 'Fhe 
scholia to Ovid Ibis 573-6 quite compatibly describe this pestis both as ‘a monster with a serpentine 
body but human face’ and as a monster with a serpentine head but a human face’. 

LIMC Apollon 998 = Python 2. The figure, subject of a special study at Kahil 1966, has been 
misidentified as Python, though there is no other indication (rationalizations aside) that Python was 
ever conceived of as anything other than a pure serpent, as indeed he is represented in other images of 
the same age: LIMC Apollon 993 = Leto 29a = Python 3 (470 bc); LIMC Apollon 994 (c.475-450 bc, 
fragmentary); Pliny Natural History 34. 59 = LIMC Apollon 1002 (early 5th-cent. bc bronze of Python 
by Pythagoras of Rhegium). Nor should he be found in the company of an adult Apollo (the statuary 
aside), since the latter slew him when a babe in arms. Lambrinudakis and Palagia 1984: 103 (ad loc.) 
identify the serpent projecting from the head as an ligyptian-style uraeus headdress! One might sooner 
think of the snake that peeps over the top of the hat of the larger of Evans’ two Minoan snake goddess 
figurines from Knossos (Introduction). 

Antoninus Liberalis Metamorphoses 8. Nicander: so following the text of Cazzaniga 1962. It is 
not clear why Celoria 1992: 58 (without explanation, 128) rather attributes the tale to Boeus’ 
X)f)ud)oyouia, seemingly reduplicating the ascriptional note at the head preceding story, no. 7. 105. 
Rohde 1925: 153-4, Fontenrose 1959: 105, and Celoria 1992: 128 note some of the structural corres¬ 
pondences (there is more to be said) between this tale and that of Euthymus of Locri and the Demon of 
'I'emesa at Pausanias 6. 6. 7-11. 
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Mt. Cirphis near Crisa to attack the Delphians and their flocks. Apollo told the 
Delphians they could deliver themselves from the monster by exposing a citizen 
lad to it. The lot fell upon the fair Alcyoneus. Eurybatus caught sight of him as 
he was being led off to his doom and fell in love. So he substituted himself for 
the boy, taking on his sacrificial garlands, overwhelmed the monster and threw 
her down the mountain. The wounded creature disappeared and a spring, which 
the locals called Sybaris, appeared in her place, and it was after this that the city of 
Sybaris in Magna Graecia was in due course named. Antoninus says nothing of 
the form of Lamia-Sybaris, but the tight correspondence his narrative exhibits 
with Pausanias’ homoerotic tale of Menestratus, Cleostratus, and the Thespiae 
drakon (Ch. 1) encourages us to think that she is a drakon. And the thematic 
correspondences between the Eurybatus tale and the Coroebus tale are also 
striking: both feature, drakon aside: Apollo; sheep; a youth offering himself in 
sacrifice (cf. Menestratus again); a homoerotic motivation (in the case of Coroe¬ 
bus, this seems latent in Apollo’s response to the lad); and a resulting foundation, 
be it of festival or city. 

I'he Lamia of the second Delphic tale here had a taste for attractive young men, 
and this motif is key to a fascinating pair of accounts of lamiai from the Second 
Sophistic. Dio Chrysostom tells some ostentatiously fantastical stories about 
another group of female devourers of young men based in Libya, and this last 
fact tells us that he too is talking of lamiai, even though he does not explicitly use 
the term, for both the archetypal Lamia and lamiai in general were strongly 
associated with Libya.Dio’s larnai are double-headed. At one end they sport 
the face and naked bosom of a beautiful woman; at the other the neck and head of 
a terrible serpent (the terms ophis and drakon are used); they also have beastlike 
claws in which they seize their prey. They are, therefore, remarkably similar to the 
Lamias of Statius and the Apollo vase, with the difference that the serpent head 
has been transferred from the top of the humanoid head to the bottom of the 
anguipede tail. These lamiai lure young men towards them by exhibiting their 
nude-woman part to them whilst concealing their serpent part; when they are 
close enough, they seize them with their beastlike hands and the serpent-head 
wheels round to envenom their bodies (with a toxin strong enough to kill others 
by external contact alone) before devouring thenT.^^^^"^ 

PhilostratLis tells us of a more elaborately deceptive lamia (the term is explicitly 
used) who attempted to ensnare a victim in Corinth.She is described as a 
phasrna, which suggests that she is seen as a kind of ghost rather than a wild 


j.'q,- fabled Libyan origin of Laniia//nn//n/ see Euripides F472ni TrGF (= 922 Nauck), Duris ot 
Samos FGrH 76 FI7, Diodorus 20. 41.3-6 (incorporating the Euripides fragment), schol. Aristophanes 
Peace 758, schol. Aristides p. 102 Jebb, Hesychius s.v. /Id/itta. 

Dio Chrysostom Orations 5 passim, esp. 12-15, 24-7. Here the lamia is turned into one of 
Libya’s zoological curiosities, just as the Gorgon is at Athenaeus 221, citing Alexander of Myndus 
fa lethal variety of sheep). For the notion that the terrible snakes of Libya possessed a virulent venom 
poison that could travel merely by external contact, cf. Lucan 9. 828-33. Here Murrus spears a basilisk 
as he marches, and its disintegrating poison shoots up the shaft of the spear and directly into his arm, 
which he has to lop off with his free hand as the venom continues to travel up it, in order to preseiwc the 
rest of his body. Dio’s creatures exhibit a broadly similar modus operand! to that of the seductive but 
terrible vine women at Lucian True History 1. 8. 

‘ Philostratus Life of Apollonius 4. 25. 
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animal.^ ^ ^ We are told that she manifested herself in the form of a beautiful, gentle 
and rich Phoenician woman in order to seduce and devour Menippus, an attract¬ 
ive young man and one of the pupils of the sage Apollonius of Tyana. She lured 
him with song, special wine, and her exclusive attention. Despite Apollonius’ 
warnings, Menippus determined to marry her. At the wedding itself, quicldy 
arranged, Apollonius revealed the woman’s gold, finery, and servants to be mere 
illusion and unmasked her for what she was: a lamia or an ernpousay a female 
creature that craves human flesh for both sex and food alike, and uses sex to 
ensnare young men to feed upon. He made her confess that it had been her plan to 
feed Menippus fat with pleasures so that she could eat him. This larnms weapons 
would seem to be more sophisticated than the others’. She possesses the power to 
beguile ordinary men not only in relation to her own form but also in relation to 
exterior objects. But what is her default form? Philostratus does tell us, though our 
overfamiliarity with a modern English metaphor may cause us to miss it: Apollo¬ 
nius warns Menippus, ‘You are a beautiful man, and you are pursued by beautiful 
women, but you are warming a snake (ophis) on your bosom, and it is a snake that 
warms you.’ As a man-eating ghost with a serpentine nature, one might readily 
compare this lamia to the modern vampires of the post-Stoker tradition, they 
too being man-eating and shape-shifting dead, and equipped with animalian 
tangs even when in human form. The confusing and difficult evidence for the 
shape-shifting empousaiy the alternative term Apollonius supplies for his lamiay 
may conceal the fact that they were, according to some and at certain times, 
also anguipedes. Ancient folk etymologies of the term at any rate explained that 
it signified ‘single-footed’.^Plutarch seemingly identifies the term ernpousa 
with poine}^^ 

So far we have taken a fairly narrow path through the disparate and difficult 
evidence for lamiai. Much of the remaining evidence focuses on the role of 
a seemingly archetypal Lamia as a monster that specializes in devouring 
not handsome young men but babies (cf., strikingly, Coroebus’ lamia) and 


‘'' Lamia is also described as a ghost (phasma) at Flesychius s.v. AdfjLia (recycled at schol. Pausanias 
1. 1.3) and schol. Aelius Aristides p. 102 Jebb. In this regard she parallels Gello, a ghost that kills 
children from envy, having died a virgin: Zenobius 3. 3; for more on Lamia’s ghostly affinities see 
Ogden 2008/;: 162-4. 

Schol, Aristophanes Frogs 293, 8td to €i>l ttoBi Kcxp'rjc^^^^’ too Sucia and Etyniologicum 
Magnum s.v. cpnouca. These sources also declare that an ernpousa is a demonic apparition visited 
upon people by Hecate, or actually a manifestation of Hecate herself. Hecate does indeed manifest 
herself as anguipede on occasion (Ch. 7). Aristophanes Frogs 293-5 may already entail that the 
ernpousa was an anguipede: Dionysus’ question as to whether she possesses a ‘bronze leg’ may evoke 
the notion of a metallic serpent-tail (cf. also Sophocles Electra 491, where an Erinys is ‘bronze-footed’, 
noted by Dover 1993 ad loc.). 4'he hypothesis is not compromised by Heracles’ response to the effect 
that she does but that she also has a second leg of dung: the leg of dung is evidently metaphorical, and 
the suggestion that the ernpousa should have a second leg may in itself be a paradoxical joke in context. 
On ernpousai more generally see Aristophanes F'rogs 288-95 with schol., Plutarch Moralia 1101c, 
Philostratus Life of Apollonius 2. 4, One wonders whether a different and most peculiar claim that 
ernpousai were ‘ass-legged’ (schol. Aristophanes, Suda, Etyrnologicum Magnum) originated in the Near 
Eastern iconography of the demoness Lamashtu being carried away by asses (for which see below). 

Plutarch Mara//V? 1101c. 
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consequently as a bogey {rnormolykeion) for children/ Whilst we are repeatedly 
reassured that she is monstrous, we are given no hard details of the nature of her 
monstrosity beyond the detachability of her eyes. Even so, a serpentine quality 
often seems to lurk. First, we hear initially of a (single) Lamia from Stesichorus, 
who made her the mother of the serpentine Scylla (Ch. 3).^ Secondly, Aristopha¬ 
nes makes two references to Lamia (one repeated), the common notion behind 
which is that she emits a terrible stench. In the Wasps and the Peace a torrent of 
abuse directed at Cleon includes a sequence of three terms, the smell of a seal, the 
unwashed testicles of Lamia, and the anus of a camel.'Here Aristophanes’ desire 
to produce a surreally extreme image for a bad smell induces him, in a contrived 
and ostentatious paradox, to change Lamia’s sex."^ A little later in the same play 
we have passing mention of Lamia hirting upon being captured.'"' In the Meta¬ 
morphoses Apuleius describes the witches Meroe and Panthia as lamiae in con¬ 
nection with their soaking of their victim Aristomenes in their foul urine.The 
emission of a foul stench is something, as we will see, particularly characteristic of 
drakontes (Ch. 6), and indeed Dio seems to link the stench of his Libyan lamiai 
specifically to their anguiform nature. Thirdly, one of the most distinctive char¬ 
acteristics of the archetypal Lamia was that she could remove her eyes and keep 
them in a vessel. The once beautiful Lamia had been loved by Zeus. The envious 
Hera punished her by killing her children (hence Lamia’s own envious predations 
on the children of others) and by denying her the ability to achieve the sleep in 
which she might find relief from her grief. Zeus mitigated her condition by 
bestowing upon her the ability to remove her eyes.'“" The inability to sleep is a 


Duris i'Gr/7 76 r35 (child-devourer), Diodorus 20. 41. 3-6 (rationalized; child-devourer and 
bogey), Horace Ars poelica 340 (child-devourer), Heraclitus De incredibiUbm 34 Lamia (rationalized; 
devourer of humans in general), Isidore of Seville Etymologies 8 . 11 . 102 (child-devourer and bogey), 
schol. Aristophanes Peace 758 (child-devourer and bogey), schol. Aristophanes Knights 693 (bogey), 
schol. Theocritus (rationalized; child-devourer), schol. Aelius Aristides p. 102 Jebb (child-devourer and 
bogey), Sucia s.v. Mop^xcb (bogey). Scholia to Aristophanes Peace 758 and to 'Lheocritus 15.40 also make 
a connection between Lamia and the suitably human-devouring Laestrygonians of the Homeric 
Odyssey (the women of whom, be it noted, were particularly horrible, Odyssey 10. 113), on the basis 
that their city was founded by one Lamos {Odyssey 10. 81). Lamia is also compared to a number ol 
other child-devouring or -killing female monsters also deployed as bogeys: Empousa: Philostratus Life 
of Apollonius 4. 25 (as above; enipousai identified with lamiai), Plutarch Moralia 1101c (Empousa as 
bogey); Mormo: Strabo Cl9, Suda s.v. Mop^ub (identification of Mormollyke] with Lamia), schol. 
Aelius Aristides p. 102 Jebb (likewise); Cello: schol. 'Lheocritus Idylls 15. 40 (explicit identification of 
Cello with Lamia), Zenobius 3. 3 (Cello as bogey); Karko: Hesychius s.v. Kapi<d) (identification of 
Karko with Lamia). Corgo(n): Strabo Cl9 (bogey; with loose identification with Lamia). 

Stesichorus F220 PMG/Campbell (cf. schol. Homer Odyssey 12. 124. 3). 

Aristophanes Wasps 1035, repeated verbatim at Peace 758 (the schol. ad loc. recognizes the 
significance of smell here). 

Schol. Aristophanes Peace 758 notes that Lamia is always female. MacDowell 1971 and 
Henderson 1998 on Wasps 1035 humourlessly infer that the Lamia must have been hermaphroditic. 

Aristophanes Wasps 1077. 

Apuleius Meta)norphoses 1. 17. 

Duris of Samos EGrll 76 E35, Diodorus 20. 41. 3-6, Plutarch On Curiosity 2 = Moralia 
515f-516a, Heraclitus De incredibilibus 34 Lamia (who says, perhaps in simplification, that Hera tore 
Lamia’s eyes out), schol. Aristophanes Peace 758, schol. Aelius Aristides p. 102 Jebb. Duris and 
Heraclitus emphasize the fact that, detachable eyes apart. Lamia became deformed through grief: this 
probably derives from a rationalization of an original notion that Lamia could shape-shift, as found in 
the Aristophanes scholium. 
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characteristic associated above all with snakes, which cannot in reality close their 
eyes, and drakontes (Ch. 6). As a female creature characterized by biting and 
detachable eyes she more specifically resembles the Gorgons’ full sisters, the 
Graeae, who also have their own serpentine affinities. 

As a female child-devouring monster. Lamia is often held to have originated in 
the Mesopotamian child-attacking demoness Lamashtu (discussed anon). The 
relationship between Lamashtu’s imagery, in which she is shown clutching snakes, 
and the early Greek imagery of anguiform Gorgons may imply that a serpentine 
element had been intregral to the Greek Lamia’s nature from the first. 


MEDUSA, SLAIN BY PERSEUS 

The well-attested myth of Perseus’ slaying of Medusa (Fig. 2.3) may be summar¬ 
ized as follows in its canonical form. The three serpent-locked Gorgons, Medusa, 
Stheno, and Euryale, inhabit remote Libya. Their gaze or the sight of them turns 
humans and animals to stone. Perseus is charged by Polydectes, the wicked king of 
his adopted homeland of Seriphos, with fetching him the head of the mortal 
Gorgon Medusa, a mission from which he is not expected to return. Perseus is 
helped by Hermes, Athene, and Hephaestus with advice on how to find and kill 
Medusa, and with gifts of vital equipment for his task. He receives other items of 
equipment from the Water Nymphs. Altogether this equipment comprises: 
winged sandals to fly to the Gorgons’ never-never-land; the Cap of Hades that 
renders him invisible; a mirror or mirror-shield to guide him to Medusa without 
him having to look directly at her; the harpe, the curving sickle-sword especially 
suited to the killing of serpentine monsters; and the kibisis, a special toxic- 
container bag in which to carry away Medusa’s head. The Gorgons are guarded 
by their full sisters the Graeae, who share a single tooth and a single eye between 
them. Perseus disarms them by stealing their eye. He duly finds the Gorgons in 
their sleep and decapitates Medusa whilst averting his gaze. Chrysaor and the 
winged horse Pegasus are born from her severed neck. The remaining Gorgon 
pair, both immortal, pursue him, but he outruns them in his flying sandals or 
evades their sight with the Cap of Hades. After his adventure with Andromeda 
and the sea-monster, in some accounts of which he deploys Medusa’s head against 
it (Ch. 3), he returns to Seriphos and deploys the head against Polydectes and 
much of the island. 


Principal texts: Hesiod 'I'heogony 270-94, [Hesiod] Shield 216-36; Cypria F30,l West = Her- 
odian On Peculiar Words 9; Stesichorus F227 Campbell; Hecataeus PGrH 1 F22; Pindar Pytliians 
10. 29-48, 12. 6-26; Aeschylus Prometheus Bound 792-809, Phorcides FF261-2 vi 7>G7'’; Pherecydes 
Fll Fowler; Herodotus 2. 91. 2-5; Euripides Plectra 458-61, Ion 997-1017, Archelaus F228a TrGP\ 
Aristophanes I'liesmophoriazusae 1098-104; Polyidus F837 Campbell; Palaephatus 31; [Eratosthenes], 
Catasterisrni 1. 22; Apollonius Argonautica 4. 15139-17; Lycophron Alexandra 834-46; Nicander 
Alexipharniaka 98-105; Diodorus 3. 52. 4-55. 3; Ovid Metamorphoses 4. 607-5. 268, 6. 119-20; Strabo 
Cl9; Lucan 9. 619-99; Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1.2. 7, 2. 4. 1-5, 2. 7. 3, 3. 10. 3; [Plutarch] On Rivers 18. 
6 (citing the undatable Ctesias of Ephesus); Hyginus Pabulae 64, 151, De astronomia 2. 12; Pausanias 
1. 21. 3, 1. 22. 6-7, 1. 23. 7, 2. 20. 7, 2. 21. 5-7, 2. 27. 2, 3. 17. 3, 3. 18. 11, 4. 2. 4, 8. 47. 5, 9. 34. 2; 
Heraclitus De itjcredibilibus 1,9, 13; Lucian Philopseudes 22, Dialogues in the Sea 14, Alexander 11, De 
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GorgoneiUy the representations of the Gorgon’s disembodied, full-frontal, 
viewer-challenging face that flourished throughout ancient art (not least on 
shields, acroteria, and antefixes) and had a wide range of apotropaic functions, 
often feel semi-independent of the Perseus-Medusa narrative that supposedly 
explained their origin, and indeed they may have had separate roots, but even so 
both seem to have come into existence at roughly the same time. Gorgoneia are 
first attested in the artistic record from c.675 bc, and soon evolve into a canonical 
‘lion mask type’. They typically have bulging, staring eyes. I’heir mouths form 
rictus grins with fangs and tusks projecting up and down, and a lolling tongue 
protrudes from them. Their hair forms serpentine curls, with actual snakes 
becoming apparent by the end of the seventh century. 

The Perseus-Medusa story is first found in the iconographic record on two pots 
dated to c'.675-650 bc. On the first, a Boeotian relief pithoSy Perseus, equipped with 
kibisis and sword, decapitates a Medusa in the form of a female centaur, whilst 
looking away from her (no snakes are in evidence). On the second, a Proto-Attic 
amphora, Perseus flees two striding, wasp-bodied, cauldron-headed Gorgon sisters, 
leaving behind the rotund, decapitated corpse of Medusa, whilst Athene interposes 
herself to protect him from his pursuers. In these images the faces of Medusa and 
the Gorgons are shown frontally, which in itself strongly identifies them with 
gorgoneia, and in the second snakes project from their heads and necks. There¬ 
after, and into the fifth century bc, representations of full-body Gorgons typically 
give them ‘lion-mask’ gorgoneion-style faces, snakes around their heads, necks, or 
waists (to form belts), and they are often winged (Fig. 2.3). The Perseus-Medusa tale 
is first found in the literary record, already in well-developed form, in Hesiod’s 
Theogony, traditionally dated to c.700-650 bc: here we have Medusa being 


dome (Oti the thdl) 22, 25, How to Write History 1; Ardemidorus Oneirocritica 4. 63; ZL'iiobius 
Centuriae 1.41; Athenaeus 211; Philostratus Imagines 1. 29; Schol. Germanicus Aratus 82, 147; Servius 
on Virgil Aeneid 6. 289; Lactantius Placidus Narrationes 4. 20, 5. 1-2; [Libanius] Narrationes 35-6; 
Nonnus Dionysiaca 25. 31-65, 80-8, 30. 264-77, 31. 8-25, 47. 534-66; Fulgenlius Mitologiae 1. 21; 
John Malalas Chronicle pp. 34-9 Dindorf; John of Antioch FI.8 (FHG iv. p. 539), F6.18 {FHG iv. 
p. 544); Stephanus of Byzantium s.v. MvKijvar, First Vatican Mythographc'r 2. 28-9 Zorzelti, Second 
134-6, Third 14. 1-3; Suda s.v. ixovoKpr^TTLSi; George Gedreniis 1. 39-41; Tzetzes etal. on Lycophron 
Alexandra 17, 836, 838, 842-3, 846; schol. Apollonius Argonautica 4. 1091. Principal iconography: 
LIMC Gorgo, Gorgones; Gorgones (in Etruria); Gorgones Romanae; Perseus; note also Woodward 
1937, Schauenberg 1960. Discussions: Glotz 1877-1919u, 1877-1919/;, Roscher 1884-937c, Furlwiin- 
gler 1886-90, Kuhnert 1897-1909, Ziegler 1912, C. Robert 1920-6: i, 222-45, Blinkenberg 1924, 
S. Marinatos 1927-8, Krappe 1933, Flampe 1935-6, Besig 1937, Gaterall 1937, Woodward 1937, Will 
1947, Langlotz 1951, 1960, Howe 1952, 1953, 1954, Yalouris 1953, Croon 1955, Riccioni 1960, 
Schauenberg 1960, Goldman 1961, Feldman 1965, Sparkes 1968, Von Steuben 1968: 13-17, Zinser- 
ling-Paul 1979, Karagiorga 1970, Phinney 1971, Floren 1977, Belson 1980, Hughes and Fernandez 
Bernades 1981, Halm-Tisserant 1986, Napier 1986, Krauskopf 1988, Krauskopf and Dahlinger 1988, 
Paoletti 1988, Schefold and Jung 1988, Vernant and Ducroux 1988, J. H. M. Dillon 1990, Jameson 1990, 
Roccos 1994, Wilk 2000. A more expansive account of the material discussed in this section may be 
found in Ogden 2008u: esp. 34-66. 

LIMC Gorgo 1969. For the rare and challenging nature of the frontal face in two-dimensional 
Greek art, see Vernant and Ducroux 1988, Frontisi-Ducroux 1989, 1993, 1995, Vernant 1991: 111-38. 
For the apotropaic function of gorgoneia, see Roscher 1879: 46-63, Harrison 1903: 183-97, Feldman 
1965, Benoit 1969, Vernant and Ducroux 1988: 191-2, Frontisi-Ducroux 1989: 159, J. E. M. Dillon 
1990: 75-81, Carpenter 1991: 105, Wilk 2000: 151-81, Mack 2002: 572-4, 585, 592. 

LIMC Perseus no. 117, LIMC Perseus no. 151 = Grabow 1998 K2. 
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Fig. 2.3. Perseus turns away as he decapitates a monstrous Medusa, Hermes attends. Attic 
black-figure olpe, c.550 bc. British Museum B471 = LIMC Perseus 113. 4;) The Trustees of 
the British Museum. 


decapitated by Perseus as the sole mortal Gorgon, the births of Chrysaor and 
Pegasus, and an association with the Graeae.*^'^ 

Whether the Perseus-Medusa tale originated in a desire to give an aetiology 
for gorgoneia or not, it is possible that the story as developed was indirectly 
inspired by Near-Eastern iconography. In a Perseus scene-type first attested 
from c.550 bc (though possibly older), we find a front-facing, round headed, 
grinning-grimacing Medusa, her legs in the kneeling-running configuration, 
flanked by Perseus and Athene, with Perseus decapitating her as he turns his 


Hesiod Theogony 270-83. Both gorgoneia, together with the Gorgon-head they represent, and 
Perseus appear in the roughly contemporary Homeric poems, but the Perseus-Medusa story does not; 
Iliad 5. 741-2, 8. 348-9, 11. 36-7, 14. 319-20 (Perseus), Odyssey 11. 633-5. 



95 


Drakon Fights: Drakontes Composite 

head away.'“^ The configuration appears to be derivative of Mesopotamian 
depictions of the very different tale of Gilgamesh and Enkidu slaying the wild 
man Humbaba. In these the hero can turn away to look for a helping goddess to 
pass him a weapon. The similarity suggests that the core of the Medusa myth, 
consisting of her petrifying gaze and her slaughter, originated precisely in a radical 
reinterpretation of what was happening in the Mesopotamian vignette. The 
notion that Medusa gave birth to Pegasus and Chrysaor upon her decapitation 
may derive in part from reinterpretations of Mesopotamian images of the child- 
devouring demoness Lamashtu, who, as we have seen, was otherwise brought into 
Greek culture in her own right as Lamia. The serpent-waisted and -necked 
Medusa of the famous pediment of the temple of Artemis in Corfu of c.590 uc, 
who is flanked in ‘Mistress of Animals’ fashion by a rampant Pegasus and an up- 
reaching Chrysaor, and then by lions, exhibits strong affinities in content and 
composition with Lamashtu images. Lamashtu is often portrayed as lion-headed, 
clutching a snake in each hand (as we noted above), with a rampant animal on 
either side, again in the so-called ‘Mistress-of-Animals’ configuration; she rides on 
an ass (whose function is to carry her away to where she can do no harm). One 
particular image of her from Carchemish strikingly resembles the Corfu pediment 
in its overall arrangement. 

When did the Gorgons first acquire their dmkontesl If the snake-clutching 
Lamashtu was a foundational influence upon the development of the Gorgons, 
then they were presumably there, in some form, from the start. The earliest 
evidence for them is again the c.675-650 bc Proto-Attic amphora just mentioned, 
on which the cauldron-headed Gorgons have snakes projecting from their heads 
and necks.This antedates the earliest appearance of snakes on exhmi gorgorieia; 
they appear on these, as we have also noted, by the end of the seventh century. The 
first formal appearance of the Gorgons’ snakes on the literary side is later still, in 
the mid sixth-century bc Hesiodic Shield^ where pairs of drakontes (the dual form 
drakonte is used) are said to twine around the waists of the pursuing Stheno and 


L/MC Perseus nos. 113, 120-2. 

'I'he Medusa scene-type: LIMC Perseus 113, 120-2. Por the Near Eastern background to the 
Gorgon see primarily Burkert 1987; 26-33, 1992: 82-7, and also the discussions at Hopkins 1934, 1961, 
Howe 1952; 72-6, 1954: 217-18, Croon 1955; 12-13, Schauenburg 1960; 34-5, 134, Barnett 1960, 
Riccioni 1960; 135-43, Goldman 1961, Boardman 1968; 37-9, Napier 1986; 83-134, Krauskopf and 
Dahlinger 1988; 317, D. R. West 1995; 142-50, M. L. West 1997; 453-5, Wilk 2000: 64-5. Gilgamesh’s 
fight against Humbaba in the Akkadian (originally Sumerian) Epic of Gilgamesh, tablets iii-v (esp. v), 
the effective origins of which seem to lie in the late third millennium »c, can only really be counted as a 
dragon-fight according to the extremely lax definitional criteria applied by Eontenrose 1959; 167-8. Eor 
all that the monster’s utterance is said to be fire and his breath death, the epic’s description of Humbaba 
and his iconography make it clear that he was fundamentally a monstrous giant in torm. Eor the 
Gilgamesh texts, see George 2003; for English trans. see George 1999 and Dailey 2000: 39-153, 
superseding ANE'E' 72-99 (E. A. Speiser). 

LIMC Gorgo 289. Eor Gorgon imagery of the Mistress-of-Animals type, see Erothingham 1911, 
S. Marinatos 1927-8, Howe 1952; 47-66, 1954; 215, Kantor 1962, Karagiorga 1970, Phinney 1971, 
Vernant 1991: 115-16, D. R. West 1995: 151-4. Eor Lamashtu in general and her relationship to Lamia, 
see Earber 1983 and Burkert 1992; 82-7, 197 n. 3, D. R. West 1995 esp. 292-303. The Carchemish 
Lamashtu: illustrated at Burkert 1992; 84 fig. 5. As Burkert notes, Gello may similarly have originated in 
the Mesopotamian Gallu. 

LIMC Perseus no. 151. 
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Eiiryale: the arrangement is evidently that found in the snake-belt of the Medusa 
of the C.590 bc Corfu pediment.’“^ However, long before this c \ gorgoneion and a 
drakdn are brought into close proximity with each other in the Iliad: Agamem¬ 
non’s gorgoneion-decor^itd shield is supported by a strap itself decorated with a 
three-headed drakon} 

A new development commences with the age of Pindar at the beginning of the 
fifth century bc: Medusa’s snakes are more consistently identified with her hair, 
whilst her face becomes no longer that of a leering gorgoneion^ but that of a 
beautiful young womand^^ From this point too the Gorgons of Perseus scenes in 
art are increasingly represented as beautiful young women and no longer dis¬ 
played with an ugly full face, and by the fourth century this has become the 
normal mode of their representation. The date at which the beautiful-face-with- 
serpent-hair configuration gravitates to deVdched gorgoneia remains uncertain: the 
earliest example is the ‘Medusa Rondanini’ but it is disputed whether this is a 
product of the mid fifth century or the early Hellenistic period. The Theogonys 
account of the Gorgons’ birth from Ceto and Phorcys assumes that they were all 
alike. Medusa included, monstrous from birth (Ch. 4). But the development of the 
beautiful Medusa required a new origin story, and this is first attested in Ovid. He 
tells us that Medusa had once been a normal girl distinguished by her beautiful 
hair, whom Poseidon raped in the temple of Athene. The goddess punished the 
girl for the violation by turning her hair to snakes (we may compare, broadly, 
Apollo Thymbraeus’ punishment of Laocoon for having sex in his temple by 
sending serpents against his children: Ch. 3). This tale has no account to offer of 
the origins or nature of Medusa’s sisters Stheno and Euryale.'^'^ In a further 
variant of it Servius tells rather that Medusa, rendered proud by Poseidon’s 
attention, boasted that her hair was more beautiful than that of Athene, with 
the result that the goddess turned it to snakes in envy^^'^ (this myth resembles that 
in which Hera punishes the Libyan Lamia, loved by Zeus, by depriving her of her 
ability to sleep: see above). In another extension of the Medusa myth it came to 
be held, from the time of Apollonius, that the terrible snakes of Libya had been 
created by the drops of blood that fell from Medusa’s head as Perseus first flew off 
with it. The conceit is developed in glorious detail by Lucan. 

To what extent might the Gorgons’ power to petrify have been connected with 
their drakdn element? Surely a great deal. As we shall see in Chapter 6, the terrible 


iMesiodl Shield 216-37; LIMC Gorgo no. 289. 

' Homer//nn/ 11. 39. 

Pindar Pythian 10. 46-8 (498 nc): ‘a head of drakontes'; cf. Aeschylus Prometheus Bound 799, 
the Gorgons are ‘drn/cd//-locked’, SpaKovTo^aXAvi). Pindar Pythians 12. 6-26 (490 nc): ‘the head of fair¬ 
cheeked Medusa’. 

For the development of the beautiful Gorgon in art, see Krauskopf and Dahlinger 1988: 324-5. 
4’he Medusa Rondanini: LIMC Gorgones Romanae no. 25; cf. Phinney 1971: 452-3, Belson 1980. 

Ovid Metamorphoses 4. 794-803, 6. 119-20. 

Servius on Virgil Aeneid 6. 289; cf. Second Vatican Mythographer 135, d'zetzes on Lycophron 
Alexandra 838. 

Lamia and Gorgon are loosely associated with each other at Strabo Cl9. 

Apollonius Argonautica 4. 1513-17, and Foundation of Alexandria F4 Powell; Lucan 9. 619-839, 
on which see Raschle 2001. At Euripides lofi 1015 (cf. 1263) Creusa had deployed a poison made from 
drips of blood from the cut neck of the ‘chthonic Gorgon’, for which see the Chimaera section below. 
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power of drakontes gaze was a major focus of the lore about them. Already in the 
Iliad the gorgoneion on Agamemnon’s shield with its fearful look {blosyrdpis)y its 
terrible gaze (deinon derkomene) and its accompanying strap embellished with a 
three-headed drakon^ seems to derive from the same thought-world as the drakon 
that appears in a later simile and is said to ‘have a dreadful gaze’ (smerdaleon ... 
dedorken)P^ At the other end of antiquity Nonnus was to claim that the green, 
foaming venom of the Serpent of Ares could freeze a victim’s body as hard as 
iron.‘'^^ 

Initially the Gorgons’ home was located in wholly mythical never-never lands at 
the extremes of all four points of the compass, some of them simultaneously. 
But from the earlier fifth century bc they began to be settled in what was to 
become their canonical home of Libya, a land they shared with Lamia and 
lamiai}'^^^ 

The Graeae, similarly outwitted by Perseus, were full sisters to the Gorgons, 
daughters, like them, of Phorcys and Ceto, and were their neighbours and 
guardians in Libya. They famously shared a single eye and tooth between them. 
From the time of their first appearance, in the Theogonyy they are variously 
portrayed as two or, like the Gorgons, three in number, as the old women their 
name implies them to be, or even as young women with grey hair, and on one 
occasion even as ‘swan shaped’. In the mere half-dozen extant artistic representa¬ 
tions of them (from c.460 bc onwards) they appear in the form of ordinary 
women, their blindness indicated discreetly by closed eyes alone.As female 
creatures with a detachable eye and based in Libya (at any rate from the time of 
Aeschylus’ Phorcides)y they also resemble the anguiform Lamia and lamias we 
have just discussed, who, as we have noted, themselves exhibit affinities with the 
Gorgons in turn. Given these contexts, we can only presume that the latent threat 
of the Graeae is that they will bite their victim with their tooth, no doubt to terrible 
effect, once identified with their watchful eye. No source comes close to suggesting 


Homer Iliad 11. 36, 37, 22. 95. 

Nonnus Dioaysiaca 4. 382-4. 

Hesiod 'I'heogony 270-94 (far west, beyond Ocean, adjacently to Night); Cypria 1*30.1 West 
(mythical island of Sarpedon in Ocean; cf. Pherecydes 1*11 Powler, Palaephatiis 31, Suda s.v. 
C(if)7n)I)()Via fl/CTt/); Pindar Pythians 10. 29-48 (far north, adjacently to the mythical Hyperboreans; 
cf. Apollodoriis Bibliotheca 2. 5. 11); Aeschylus Prometheus Bound 790-809 (lar north, on the mythical 
plains of Cisthene, adjacently to the mythical Arimaspians, cf. Cratinus Seriphians 1*309 K-A; tar east, 
beyond the eastern bound of Ocean; far south, adjacent to the Pthiopians). 

Implicit at Aeschylus Phorcides 1*262 i-v 'PrGP (the neighbouring Graeae live beside the 
rritonian lake); lirst explicit at Herodotus 2. 91; Pausanias 3. 17. 3 may indicate that they were located 
in Libya already in c.500 bc, the date of the temple of Athene Chalkioikos at Sparta. 

‘" The earlier sources for the Graeae; Hesiod Theogony 270-94 (two women, beautilul but boin 
grey, daughters, like the Gorgons, of Phorcys and Ceto); Aeschylus Phorcides 1*262 (two old women, 
with single tooth and eye, based in Libya, guardians of the Gorgons; 490s or 460s bc:), Prometheus 
Bound 794-6 (three long-lived swan-shaped, KUKvo^LOfufyoa girls with a single tooth and eye), Pher¬ 
ecydes I*T 1 Fowler (three women with single tooth and eye). Discussion at Gantz 1993: 305-6. For the 
Graeae in art, see Kanellopoulou 1988, Oakley 1988, and more generally W. Drexler and Rapp 1886-90 
and Mack 2002: 590. Given the affinities between the two groups of women it is not surprising that 
Palaephatiis and the rationalizing tradition after him should radically conllate them: Palaephatiis 31, 
Servius on Virgil Aeneid 6. 289; First Vatican Mythographer 2. 28 Zorzetti, Second 134-6, Ihird 14. 
1-3, Scholiast Germanicus Aratea 82, 147 Breysig. 
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that the Graeae had an anguiform element, but in Greek snake-lore a terrible eye 
was as characteristic of a drakon as was its terrible bite (Ch. 6). 

A vestigially attested tradition brings Perseus into contact with yet another 
serpent-related semi-divine female trio: the Hesperides, tenders of Ladon. A vase 
of c.340-330 BC shows a hero who appears to be Perseus with three Hesperides 
together with Ladon in his apple-treed"^^ According to the scholia to Apollonius 
at any rate the Hesperides too were full sisters with the Gorgons, the Graeae, 
and indeed their own Ladon, as similarly born of Phorcys and Cetod"*'^ Hesiod 
had already associated the Hesperides with the Gorgons and Graeae in telling us 
that these two groups live ‘beyond glorious Ocean at the edge of the world near 
Night, where the shrill-voiced Hesperides dwell’, whilst the paradoxographer 
Heraclitus was subsequently to make a full identification between the Hesperides 
and the Graeaed"*"^ 

These three female groups encountered by Perseus exhibit differing levels of 
integration with serpents. The Gorgons incorporate serpent heads in their own 
bodies, either in their hair or around their necks or waists. The Graeae manipulate 
body-parts characteristic of serpents. If the Hesperides are fully separate in body 
from the serpent they work alongside, nonetheless their association with these 
other female groups may yet imply that they enjoy an underlying bond with it (see 
further Ch. 


THE CHIMAERA, SLAIN BY BELLEROPHON 

The Chimaera’s story (Fig. 2.4) is found fully formed already in the Iliad and the 
Hesiodic texts and little of substance was added to it thereafter. Bellerophon, a 
wandering exile after murder, is purified by Icing Proetus in Argos. Proetus’ 
wife, Anteia/Sthenoboea, falls in love with Bellerophon, but is rebuffed when 
she attempts to seduce him. Scorned, she tells her husband that he has rather 
attempted to seduce or rape her. Declining to Icill a guest-friend directly, he sends 
Bellerophon on to his in-law lobates, king of Lycia, with a sealed letter that will 


LIMC Hesperides 62; Schauenburg 1960: 88-9 and pi. 35.2. In the literary tradition, the closest 
Perseus comes to the Hesperides is his encounter with their brother Atlas: Tzetzes on Lycophron 
Alexandra 879. 'I'he Hesperides are three in number at Apollonius Argonautica 4. 1396-449, but four at 
Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 11. 

* Schol. Apollonius Argonautica 4. 1399. The other parentages attributed to the Hesperides are as 
follows. Night (alone): Hesiod Theogony 215-16. Night and Erebos: Cicero Nature of the Gods 3, 44, 
Hyginus Fabulae, praef 1. Atlas: Servius on Virgil Aeneid 4. 484, First Vatican Mythographer 1. 38, 
third Vatican Mythographer 13. 5. Atlas and Hesperis: Diodorus 4. 27. 2-1. Hesperus: Semus on 
Virgil Aeneid 4. 484. Zeus and I’hemis: Pherecydes FT6d Fowler, schol. Euripides Hippolytus 742. See 
Fontenrose 1959: 345-6, MePhee 1990: 394-5, Gantz 1993: 6-7. Ladon as son of Phorcys and Ceto: 
Hesiod Theogony 333-6, Apollonius Argonautica 4. 1396-8, Ovid Metamorphoses 4. 647. 

Hesiod Theogony 275. Heraclitus De incredibilibus 13 (perhaps an interpolation). 

Cf. Ogden 2008«: 56-60. There is nothing upon which to base a case that the fourth group 
encountered by Perseus, the Water Nymphs, sometimes three in number, sometimes two, had any 
serpentine affinities, but cf Ch. 5 for the relationship between the serpent of the river Bagrada and its 
naiads. 
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Fig. 2.4. The Chimaera. The drakdn-tixil attacks the goat-head. Etruscan bronze> late 4th 
century bc. Florence, Museo Archeologico Nazionale 1 = L/MC Chimaira (in Etruria) 11. 
«') Museo Archeologico Nazionale, Florence and the Bridgeman Art Library, London. 

tell lobates to kill him. But having hosted him before reading the message, and so 
having become his guest-friend too, lobates similarly declines to kill Bellerophon 
directly. Instead, he sets him three supposedly impossible and hUal tasks, in all of 
which Bellerophon succeeds with the help of Pegasus, whom he has been taught to 
bridle by Athene. One of these tasks is to defeat the Chimaera, reared by one 
Amisodarus of Lycia. This monster has the head and body of a lion, with a drakon 
for her tail, and the head of a goat (chimaira) growing from the middle of her back, 
whence her name. She breathes fire and has been ravaging the Cragus and Antic- 
ragus region of Lycia. Bellerophon spears her from the back of Pegasus. Finally 
recognizing that Bellerophon is of divine descent, Proetus gives him his daughter 
Philonoe in marriage and half his kingdom. 

So far as the remainder of the earlier tradition is concerned, let us confine 
ourselves to noting that a fragment of the Hesiodic Catalogue of Women links 
Bellerophon’s slaying of the Chimaera directly to the daughter of lobates 
and therefore seems to make appeal to the familiar traditional narrative type in 
which the hero gets the girl in exchange for killing the dragon (cf. Perseus and 


Principal texts: Homer Iliad 6. 154-93, 16. 328-9; Hesiod Tlicogouy 295-332, Ehoiai 43a.81-8 
M-W; Homeric Hymn (3) to Apollo 367-8; Pindar Olympians 13. 60-6, and 84-90; Euripides 
Stheneboea T iia hypothesis, FF665a, 669 7VGF, Electra 473-5, Ion 201-4; Asclepiades EGrH 12 FI2; 
Nymphis of Heraclea EGrH 432 FI3; Ovid Metamorphoses 9. 646-8; Strabo C665; Pliny Natural 
History 2. 236; Plutarch Moralia 247f-248d; Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1. 9. 3, 2. 3. 1-2; Heraclitus De 
incredibilibus 15; Hyginus Eabulae 57, Astronomica 2. 18; Pausanias 2. 4. 1-2; Zenobius Centuriae. 
2. 87; schol. Homer Iliad 6. 181 and 183a; First Vatican Mythographer 1. 72; 'Fzetzes, schol. Lycophron 
Alexandra 17, Chiliades 7. 149 (lines 802-73). Principal iconography: L/MC Chimaira, Chimaira in 
Etruria, Pegasos 152-235. Discussions: C. Robert 1920-6: i. 179-85, Roes 1934, 1953, Amandry 1948, 
Dunbabin 1951-3, Schmitt 1966, Burkert 1983F: 52-3, Jacquemin 1986, Krauskopf 1986, Gantz 1993: 
23 and 312-16, Lochin 1994, Collard, Cropp, and Lee 1995: 79-83, W. F'. Hansen 2002: 341. 
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Andromeda)As for the later sources, the various rationalizations of the myth 
recorded by Plutarch presume that the standard version presented the Chimaera 
as a typical marauding drakon. Inter alia, Plutarch cites the third-century bc 
Nymphis of Heraclea, who rationalized the Chimaera into a wild boar that laid 
waste to the animals and crops of the people of Lycian Xanthus, below Cragus.^*^"^ 
This notion becomes explicit in Apollodorus, who tells that the Chimaera proper 
laid waste to the land and ravaged the cattle. 

The iconographic evidence for the Chimaera is plentiful, but on the whole 
similarly conservative. She is typically depicted just as Homer describes her, 
with a lion body, the tail of which is formed by a serpent, and with a goat’s head 
projecting from the middle of the lion’s back, and in this way already from the 
earlier seventh century bc (it is impossible to give priority to the literary or the 
iconographic tradition in this regard).On a c.610 bc black-figure Attic crater 
fragment the Chimaera has a particularly complex form: lion and goat face 
outwards from a central body, each with its own pair of forelegs, in the fashion 
of Dr Doolittle’s Push-me-pull-you, whilst a massive serpent grows out from 
underneath the torso, emerging between the goat’s hooves and lifting it off the 
ground as it coils.We can see in this image the origins of the tendency, starting 
from around this point, to allow the goat a pair of forelegs even when it is 
otherwise reduced to the usual head emerging from the lion’s back.^^’^ On a 
sixth-century Cretan pinax, the serpent is represented almost as a separate entity 
coiling on the Chimaera’s back, with a tail of its own.^^'^ On a relief terracotta from 
Melos of c.470-460 bc the Chimaera is accompanied in her fight against Pegasus 
by an additional serpent: this balances the tail-serpent in the composition, but its 
main function seems to be to serve as a functional support for Pegasus’ front 
hooves.On an Apulian lekane of c.330 bc we find a highly anomalous Chi¬ 
maera in which the anguiform element is strongly enhanced, with no sign of 


[Hesiod] Hhoiai 43a lines 81-8 M-W. We do not find her name, Philonoe, until Tzetzes. 

Plutarch Moralia 247f-248d, including Nymphis of Heraclea KjvH 432 I-13. h’or the Cragus- 
Anticragus region (the western edge of the Lycian peninsula) as being the particular haunt of the 
Chimaera, see further Imripides Sthcrwhoea F669 7VG7*’ (though Euripides oddly transferred the 
lobates figure himself from Lycia to Caria, according to Sthenoboea iia Hypothesis), Strabo C665, 
Ovid Metamorphoses 9. 646-8, First Vatican Mythographer 1. 71 (where Mt. Gargarus evidently 
represents a corruption of Cragus) and cf. Plutarch Moralia 247f-248d (home of the Nymphis 
fragment) more generally. 

Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 3. 2. Hyginus Astronomica 2. 18 compatibly tells that the Chimaera 
was laying waste to the fields of Lycia with its flame and the First Vatican Mythographer 1.71 tells that 
she laid waste to the territory around Mt Gargarus. 

' 'Fhe catalogues at LIMC Chimaira, Chimaira (in Etruria) and Pegasos list some 300 images in 
total (though there are some overlaps). 

4'he earliest images, from the first half or middle of the 7th century ik: are: LIMC Chimaira 
15-16, 27, 55, 64, 72, 75, Chimaira (in Etruria) 1-4, 6, 8, 42-4, 64, Pegasos 152, 212-13, 218, 229. This 
is the form in which the Chimaera appears in the superb late 4th-century bc Etruscan bronze from 
Arezzo, LIMC Chimaira (in Etruria) 11 (our Fig. 2.4): the serpent bites onto one of the goat’s horns. 

L/MC Pegasos 190. 

e.g. LIMC Chimaira 57, 80-3, 86-7, 89, 91, 93, 94, 97, Chimaira (in Etruria) 37-9, 75, Pegasos 
200, 228. 

L/MC Chimaira 4. 

L/MC Pegasos 160. 
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the goat element at all: a maneless lion, almost resembling a domestic cat, merges 
into a large serpent-tail just after its forelegs, to make a feline equivalent of an 
anguipeded'"’^ The graceful Pegasus was an even more popular figure in his own 
right in iconography than the Chimaera, so it is not surprising that there survive a 
great many illustrations of the fight, and many of these are particularly fine.^^'*^ 
Sometimes the hybrid Pegasus is shown facing and artfully balancing the hybrid 
Chimaera in composition,and sometimes even with no Bellerophon to be 
seen.^^^ Given the relatively small physical proportion of drakon in the Chi- 
maera’s physiology, one might have hesitated to classify her even as a ‘composite 
drakon were it not for the fact that already from Homer onwards such great 
emphasis is laid upon her terrible fire-breathing, a quality that can only derive 
from her drakon element (see Ch. 6). 

The sources make it clear that the Chimaera was a female monster, and none 
more so than the Iliad. For the three challenges set for Bellerophon all have a 
distinctively female significance. The Amazons speak for themselves, but the 
Solymi, though male, we learn from Herodotus to have belonged to a matrilineal 
(or actually matriarchal?) society.^^^ Anteia herself could be regarded as a further 
female opponent. And then from Plutarch we learn of a parallel myth in which 
Bellerophon attempts to destroy Lycia by praying to Poseidon and leading the salt 
sea over its fields. But he and his sea are driven back by the women of the land who 
confront them by raising their dresses and exhibiting their genitals: fertility 
repulses sterility. In the aftermath the Lycians establish a matrilineal (or again 
actually matriarchal?) society.The issue of gender accordingly impacts upon 
the Chimaera’s iconography. Her usually maned lion-head can sometimes point¬ 
edly become that of a maneless lioness, from the sixth century onwards, and 
Euripides and others indeed maintain that her head is specifically that of a 
lioness.But then on some later fourth-century bc Apulian pots five full udders 
hang down below a fully maned Chimaera.The udders not only characterize 
her as female, but draw attention to one of the most terrible aspects of female 
drakontes: their capacity to produce a vast brood.A late sixth-century bc Attic 


L/MC Pegasos 155. 

LIMC Pegasos 152-238 (152 is t'.66() iic). He was also, seemingly, a much more ancient ligiire. 
Winged horses appear already in Mycenean iconography, and there are oriental precedents: Lochin 
1994: 229. 

e.g. LIMC Pegasos 209 (c.550-40 bc), 212 (c.67() bc), 213 (c.66() bc), 223 (6th cent. bc). 

LIMC Pegasos 25 (late 4th cent. bc). 

Herodotus 1. 173. 

Plutarch Moralia 248ab. 

e.g. LIMC Chimaira 4 (6tli-cent. bc Cretan pinax), 80, l^'gasos 155; however, lacquemin would 
see these rather as attempts to reprt\sent a panther rather than a lioness. Euripides lilcctra 473-5, Ovid 
Metamorphoses 9. 646-8, schol. Homer Iliad 6. 181. 

/JMC Cdiimaira 108 and Pegasos 154a. 

Not that we know her to have done so. One way of construing the syntax at Hesiod Tlieogouy 
326-32 has her mate with Orthus to produce further leonine forms in the Phix (Sphinx) and the 
Nemean Lion; cf. M. L. West 1966: 256 and Gantz 1993: 23. Just as the Chimaera has a drakon tail, in a 
unique source, schol. Euripides Phoenissae 1760, the Sphinx is given the tail of a drakaina {riiv ovjmv 
eyovca bfmi«uin]c)\ cf. Poiitenrose 1959: 308-9. 
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cup goes the other way, perhaps in jest: on this a full-maned Chimaera has his (?) 
serpent-tail seemingly replaced by a backwards-projecting phallusd^^ 

There was little variation in the means by which Bellerophon was held to have 
killed the Chimaera. In art, already from c.660 bc, he is typically shown hoverii'^g 
over the Chimaera on Pegasus (who sometimes holds the monster down with his 
hooves) and thrusting his spear down into her back.^^’^’ The arrangement anticipates 
and indeed directly influenced (via derivative late-antique images of Christian 
riders) the configuration in which St George slays his dragon in medieval an^j 
Renaissance art.^^^ Bellerophon is sometimes shown driving his spear into ^ 
different part of the Chimaera, and on occasion is seen to use a sword.Apollo, 
dorus tells that Bellerophon ‘shot’ the Chimaera from Pegasus’ back.^^'^ Tzetzes^ 
presumably depending upon an ancient source but one alas unidentifiable, adds tfie 
most colourful detail that Bellerophon lolled the Chimaera by tipping his spear with 
lead and then thrusting it into her fire-breathing mouth (which one?). The lead then 
melted, killing her. The particular interest of Tzetzes’ version lies in the fact that it 
potentially represents the sole pagan example of a productive story-type in which ^ 
drakon is killed by being fed substances, melting or molten metals or combustible 
oils or fats, that turn its own fire against it (see further Chs. 6 and 11).‘^^ 

The Chimaera had a close cousin in a monster loiown both as the Gorgon and 
as the Aegis. Euripides’ Ion, written shortly before 412 bc, speaks of the Earth 
sending up an ally for her Giant sons at Phlegra in the form of a ‘Gorgon’ that 
Athene then slew in one-to-one combat, and the skin of which she then took to 
wear on her breast as the familiar aegis or ‘goatskin’.The aegis is the same as 
that made from the head of the Medusa, but the monster in this story is evidently 
not simply equivalent to Medusa or her Gorgon sisters. Diodorus, recyling the 
second-century bc Dionysius Scytobrachion, tells that the Aegis was born (again) 
of Earth and projected a terrible flame from its mouth. It first appeared in Phrygia 
and left its mark upon the region of it known as ‘Burnt Phrygia’ (Phrygia 


LIMC Chimaira 81 (c:.550-525 bc). On other vases too it can seem that the serpent-tail has been 
attracted towards the phallic: e.g. LIMC Chimaira 56 (c.6()0-575 bc). 

LIMC Pegasos 152 (c.660 bc), 153-9, 161-4, 167-9, 173-4, 180-1, 183, 186-92, 195, 197, 
200-12, 213 (c.660 bc), 217, 221. 

For the late-antique Christian rider, see e.g. Michel 2001 no. 450. 

An early Etruscan vase of c.675-650 bc (LIMC Chimaira [in Etruria] 55) shows a standing 
Bellerophon (without Pegasus) driving a spear into the Chimaera’s rear (there has been no attempt to 
characterize the Chimaera’s tail as a serpent on this vase, but the drawing is quite crude). On a 6th- 
century bc Laconian cup (LIMC Pegasos 223) Pegasus and the Chimaera rear up in balance against 
each other, forming a sort of archway; Bellerophon, crouching underneath, drives his spear into the 
Chimaera’s stomach. On the relief terracotta from Melos of c.470-460 bc (LIMC Pegasos 160a) a 
wingless Pegasus strides over the ground beside the Chimaera, which Bellerophon attacks rather with 
his sword. A fine black-figure amphora of c.530 bc (LIMC Pegasos 228) exhibits a surprising meld with 
the Hydra’s iconography: here a classic and particularly fine Chimaera is faced by lolaus wielding his 
sickle and Heracles (or is it after all Bellerophon?) wielding his club. 

Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 3. 2. 

' 'I’zetzes, schol. Lycophron Alexandra 17. A possible indicator of the currency of this version in 
the early Hellenistic period is Palaephatus’ rationalized version of the story in which Bellerophon 
destroys the Chimaera, now a mountain, with fire (28). Theopompus L'GrH 115 F412 (Dritter Teil B 
Texte p. 742) is, alas, spurious. 

Euripides Ion 987-96; Hyginus De Astronomica 2. 12 subsequently cites Euhemerus for the 
notion that the ‘Gorgon’ was killed directly by Athene. Cf. Gantz 1993: 448. 
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Catacaumene). It then marauded its way through the Taurus, India, Lebanon, 
Egypt and Libya, and ‘Ceraunia’. Here Athene killed it with a combination of 
cleverness, strength, and courage (we are not told the specific means), and 
fastened its hide around her breast, where it became her aegis. The Earth, in 
anger, now sent up the Giants to challenge the gods.^^“ 

The points of similarity between the Gorgon-Aegis and the Chimaera are 
manifest; a goat-derived name (Aegis is derived from aix, aigos ‘goat'); terrible 
fire-breathing; an origin in Asia Minor; the opposition of Athene. The Gorgon- 
Aegis’ form goes undescribed, but we may infer that it resembled the Chimaera’s: 
at least we can be sure that it incorporated the elements of goat, because of its 
name, and drakon, because of its fire-breathing. But the tradition ostensibly 
aspires to be an aetiology of the familiar aegis as a whole, i.e. both of the goatskin 
apron and of the gorgoneion attached to it. Given that gorgoneia soon came to 
resemble ‘lion-masks’ after their inception in c.675 bc, as we have seen, we may 
hypothesize that the Gorgon-Aegis was indeed constructed from precisely the 
same three creatures from which the Chimaera was constructed. We may even 
possess an image of the beast. A pot of c.410 bc shows Athene, resting on her 
spear, standing over a (dead or dying?) beast fully resembling the Chimaera, with 
Bellerophon nowhere to be seen. I’he implication is surely that Athene has just 
killed the beast herself with her spear. Furthermore, Athene wears a particularly 
prominent aegis: the painter clearly wants to draw attention to it with its enlarged 
Gorgon-head. We appear to have here a compressed narrative, in which the 
painter means to tell us that the Gorgon-Aegis Athene has just killed will become 
the aegis she is wearing. The date of the pot is intriguingly close to that of 
the lon}'^^ 

Let us return to the Chimaera and confess that, with her central goat-head, she is 
more ridiculous than terrible. Her ridiculousness no doubt accounts for her 
popularity in art, but how did a supposedly terrible monster ever achieve such a 
form? Attempts to find her origin in image-types from Near-Eastern art have not 
been successful.’'''^ Usener made the reasonable conjecture that the creature ac¬ 
quired her improbable goat-head through a misinterpretation or reinterpretation 
of her name, which would initially have signified something quite different.But 
the Gorgon-Aegis myth, though only attested from c.412 bc and vestigially there¬ 
after, may offer another solution: that the Chimaera too first came into existence as 
an aetiology of Athene’s goat-lion-serpent-derived aegis. Perhaps Bellerophon 
once gave the Chimaera’s hide to his patroness Athene just as Perseus gave 
Medusa’s head to his patroness Athene.Whatever her origin and however 
ridiculous she was, the Chimaera, perhaps alongside Gorgon-Aegis, served to 
confer respectability on the association between drakontes and goats. So much 


Diodorus 3. 70. 3-6 = Dionysius Scytobrachion FGrH 32 PS. Discussion at 1-ontenrose 
1959: 244-5. 

LIMC Pegasos 232; Lochin 1994 ad loc. simply takes the beast to be the Chimaera. 

See the attempts by Roes 1934, 1953 to relate the Chimaera to image-types from Louristan and 
Achaemenid Persia and Burkert 1983/;: 52 to relate her to late Hittite image-types; contra, Jacquemin 
1986: 256. 

Usener 1903: 171; cf. M. L. West 1966: 255. 

17'’ For the strong affinities between Bellerophon and Perseus more generally, see Ogden 
2008u: 60-2. 
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so, that Plutarch was able to affirm that the body of Python was buried by a son 
named 


CERBERUS, MASTERED BY HERACLES 

The myth and lore of Cerberus (Fig. 2.5) in its canonical form may be summarued 
as follows. Cerberus is a multi-headed anguiform dog, son of Typhon and 
Echidna, and seemingly reared by them in the underworld. He serves Hades 
and Persephone as warder of souls, ensuring that no ghosts escape back into the 
world of the living. Eurystheus, king of Tiryns, dispatches Heracles in a final 
labour to fetch Cerberus from the underworld for him, confident that Heracles 
cannot return from this mission (cf. Polydectes, Perseus, and the Medusa mission; 
lobates, Bellerophon, and the Chimaera mission). Heracles is able to make his 
descent fortified or made wise by initiation into the Eleusinian mysteries. At the 
palace of Hades he receives help and guidance from Athene and Hermes. He is 
able to take control of Cerberus either by defeating Hades in battle or by defeating 
the dog himself after striking a bargain with Hades. In literature Hades bids him 
master the dog without weapons, so he has to subdue him by throttling him, 
though in art he often uses his club. Heracles places a chain round the neck of the 
subdued Cerberus and leads him in docile condition out through the underworld. 
As a chink of daylight becomes visible as they near the exit, Cerberus is overcome 
with fear and strains against the leash. Upon exit, most traditionally at Heracleia 
Pontica, Cerberus sprinkles the local flora with slaver or vomit, turning it into the 
poisonous aconite. Heracles parades Cerberus through Greece and brings him 
back to Eurystheus’ Tiryns, terrifying him with the beast before duly returning the 
dog to the underworld. 


Plutarch Moralia 293c {Greek Questions 12). Since Python was the ancestor of the serpents that 
inhabited the temple of Apollo in Epirus (Aelian Nature of Animals 11. 2), were they descended 
through Aix? Note also the Krios (‘Ram’) named as the father of a Python humanized into one Pythes 
at Pausanias 10. 6. 6; cf. Eontenrose 1959: 20. 

Principal texts: Homer Iliad 5. 395-7, 8. 362-9 (with scholl.), Odyssey 11. 623-6; Hesiod 
Theogony 306-18, 767-74; Hecataeus FGrll 1 E27; Pindar EF249a-b, 346 SM; Bacchylides 5. 56-62; 
Sophocles Trachiniae 1089-100; Euripides Heracles 23-5,610-19, 1276-8, 1386-7; Critias 7VG7'43 El; 
Aristophanes Progs 142 (with 'Ezetzes), 465-78; Acusilaus of Argos P13 E’owler; Xenophon Anabasis 
6. 2. 2; Philochorus PGrH 323 Pl8a-b; Callimachus Pd 15 Pf.; Euphorion 24 Powell = 28 Lightfoot, P37 
P = 41a L, P51 P = 71 L; Diodorus 4. 25.1,4. 26. 1, 14. 31.3; Horace Odes 2. 13. 33-5, 2. 19. 29-32, 3. 11. 
15-20; Virgil Georgies 4. 483, Aeneid 6. 417-25; Ovid Metamorphoses 4. 449-51, 7. 404-19; Pomponius 
Mela 1. 92; Seneca Agamemnon 859-62, Hercules Purens 46-62, 662-96, 782-829; Plutarch Theseus 
31.4; Heraclitus De incredibilibus 27, 33; Hyginus Pabulae 30. 13, 151; Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 12; 
Pausanias 2. 31.2, 2. 35. 10, 3. 18. 13, 3. 25. 5-6, 5. 26.7, 8. 18. 3, 9. 34. 5; Arrian PGrH 156 P76a; Lucian 
Cataplus 28, Menippus 10, 14, Dialogues of the Dead 4, Podagra 302; Dionysius Periegetes 787-92 
(with schol. and Eustathius); Quintus Smyrnaeus 6. 261-8; Nonnus Abbas Scholia Mythologica 4. 51 
Nimmo Smith; I’zetzes schol. on Lycophron 699, Chiliades 2. 36. 391-413; Pediasimus 12; schol. 
Hesiod Theogony 311; First Vatican Mythographer 1. 91, Third 6. 22. Principal Iconography: 
LIMC Herakles 1697-761 (Herakles Dodekathlos), 2553-675 (Herakles and Kerberos [Labour xi]). 
Discussions: Hartwig 1893, Bloomfield 1905, C. Robert 1920-6: ii. 483-8, Eitrem 1921, Schlerath 
1954, N. Robertson 1980, Smallwood 1990, Lincoln 1991: 96-106, Gantz 1993: 22-3, Sancassano 
1997a: 67-9. 
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Fig. 2.5. Heracles presents Cerberus to the terrified Hurystheus, who attempts to hide in a 
pot. Caeretan black-figure hydria, c.530-520 uc. Musee du Louvre £701 = LIMC Heraldes 
2616. (j RMN / Droits reserves. 


The Iliad and the Odyssey both refer to Heracles’ labour to fetch Cerberus as a 
commonplace. Whilst neither of them explicitly names the dog, the former 
perhaps puns on ‘Cerberus’ in the phrase ex Erebeus, ‘from Erebus’.The 
Theogonyy however, provides him with his name, a genealogy, and a well-estab¬ 
lished role in the underworld.The attempts to establish an Indo-European 
heritage for Cerberus’ name have been intriguing, but not yet successful.'^' 

What was Cerberus’ form? The early literary sources give him vast numbers of 
heads. The Theogony describes him as ‘raw-flesh-eating, resistless, indescribable, 
the bronze-voiced dog of Hades, with fifty heads, shameless and strong’, whilst 
Pindar gives him a hundred heads.By default we would presume that these are 
all dog-heads. But authors of the Classical age and after almost always give him 


Homer Iliad 8 . 367-8, Odyssey 11 . 623-6; Pausanias 3. 23. 4 makes a point of 1 lomer’s failure to 
name the dog. 

Hesiod Theogony 

The theory that Greek Kerberos is related to the Sanskrit term sabdia, ‘spotted’, which Rigveda 
10. 14. 10-12 applies to the two dogs of Yama that guard the path to the afterworld, is articulated in its 
most comprehensive form at Mayrhofer 1956-76; i. 175 and iii. 297-8, and dismissed at Frisk 1950-62 
and Chantraine 2009 s.v. /Cep/lepoc, Schlerath 1954 and Lincoln 1991: 96. Lincoln’s own attempt 
(96-106) to relate the name to that of Garmr, Norse mythology’s hound of Hel {Poetic Tdda, Voluspd 
44, etc.) founders on the fact, inter alia, that he must ultimately derive the two names from different 
Indo-European roots, Kerberos from Veer-, Garnir from Uglier-. 

Pindar F249a/b SM; ii<aToyi<€(j>dX(Lc. Unfortunately nothing bearing upon the hound survives of 
Pindar’s dithyramb Heracles or Cerberus, for the Thebans. Pindar F346 seems to narrate a descent oi 
Heracles into the underworld during which he encounters Meleager. Did this poem mention Cerberus? 
It was in the course of his descent for Cerberus that Heracles encountered Meleager according to 
Bacchylides 5, especially 56-62. Nor, regrettably, can we know anything of what was said ot Cerberus in 
the earlier 6th-century bc Stesichorus’ poem Cerberus, F'206 PMCiVC’ampbell. 



106 


Drakon Fights: Drakontes Composite 


just three dog-hec\cls.^^‘^ This is no doubt under the impact of his representation in 
iconographic tradition, in which he first appears for us c:.590 bc, before experi¬ 
encing a particular burst of popularity in the late sixth century. In this he is never 
given more than three dog-heads: as with Typhon, the artists could not aspire to 
portray such large numbers of heads proper. In one of his first two appearances, 
that on a lost kotyle from Argos (c.590-580 bc), and occasionally thereafter, he is 
just single-headed.It took a talented artist to show the viewer all three of the 
dog’s heads with the creature, as usual, in profile. He is first found in clear three¬ 
headed form on the tondo of a fine Laconian cup of c.560-550 One 

spectacular and appropriately famous vase, a Caeretan hydria of c.530-520 bc, 
shows Heracles attempting to introduce Cerberus to a terrified Eurystheus as he 
hides in a pithos: here the artist has made use of three colours to differentiate 
Cerberus’ three heads clearly (Fig. 2.5).^^^’ A talented Apulian painter of c.350-325 
BC was able to represent Cerberus’ three heads by portraying him in a sophisti¬ 
cated three-quarter pose.^^^ But most commonly only two heads are visible (first 
from c.540-530 bc): do such images salute or establish a tradition of a two-headed 
Cerberus, or are we to imagine a third head concealed behind the two that can 
be seen?^^^ 

Cerberus’ size and ostensible breed varies: though he can have a massive body, 
he is never taller (when on all fours) than Heracles or other human figures, and 
most often he is about waist-high. In later statuary his size and bearing are often 
reduced to those of an unthreatening household pet. In one group he resembles a 
dachshund. 

Cerberus had a serpentine element from the beginning of his iconographic 
tradition. In the lost Argive kotyle of c.590-580 bc again, snakes sprouted from his 
body and (single) dog-head. The most snake-intensive of all Cerberi is that of 
the c. 560-550 bc Laconian cup tondo: three rows of serpents sprout up and down 
along the length of his body, fringe his heads, and grow from the top of his heads 
too.^^^ In a vase of c.540-530 bc these pullulating serpents have been reduced to 


Sophocles Trachiniae 1089-1100; Euripides Heracles 23-5 (three-bodied), 610-19, 1276-8 
(three-headed); Horace Odes 2. 13. 33-5, 2. 19. 29-32, 3. 11. 15-20; Virgil Georgies 4. 483, Aeneid 6. 
417-25; Ovid Metamorphoses 4. 449-51; Seneca Agamemnon 859-62, Hercules Furens 46-62, 782-829 
(but only one head at Hercules Furens 782-829); Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 12 (recycled at schol. 
Homer //. 8. 368 and Pediasinios 12). It is conceivable that Cerberus was attributed with either ten or 
twelve mouths {beKdcTOfwc or SojJScK-acro/ioc) and therefore, presumably, heads in an anonymous 
tragedy on the theme of Heracles on Oeta, of which a 2nd-century bc papyrus fragment survives, 
F.Oxy. 2454 lines 25-6. 

I’he lost kotyle from Argos: LIMC Herakles 2553 (c.590-580 bc); note also the relief p/7//os 
fragment 2621 (c.590-570 bc), in which Heracles leads along a Cerberus who seems to have a single 
leonine head with an open-mouthed snake coiling over his back). 

LIMC Herakles 2605 = Pipili 1987 fig. 8. 

LIMC Herakles 2616 (530-520 bc). 

LIMC Herakles 2571 (350-325 bc); further three-headed images 1712 = 2573, 1734, 1742, 1744, 
2615, 2618, 2646, 2575, 2663, 2664. 

LIMC Herakles 2554,2556, 2557,2560,2562,2568,2569, 2577,2578,2579, 2581 (c.540-530 bc), 
2586, 2588, 2595, 2596, 2600, 2603, 2604, 2613, 2614. 

L/MC Herakles 2637. 

LIMC Herakles 2553; cf. 2621. 

LIMC Herakles 2605 = Pipili 1987 fig. 8; cf. also 2606 (mid 6th cent, bc), 2610, 2611. 
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an almost symbolic pair of tiny question-mark-shaped serpents sprouting from 
each of his two heads.'®" The Caeretan Eurystheus vase of 530-520 isc gives 
Cerberus a row of tiny snakes coiling the length of his heads, back, and front 
paws: it is not completely clear that they are physically attached to him 
(Fig. 2.5).'®'' But most commonly Cerberus’ serpentine aspect is conveyed through 
a Chimaera-like serpent-tail: this is found first in the Laconian cup of c.560-550 
DC.'®’' A vase of c.510-500 bc appears to give him a double-headed serpent-tail to 
match his two (visible) dog-heads.'®® A series of vases of c.510-480 bc show a 
serpentless Cerberus emerging from the palace of Hades to meet Heracles accom¬ 
panied by a separate large serpent.'®® Have the artists here differentiated the dog’s 
canine and anguiform qualities? It is possible that such images represent an 
attempt rather to salute Hecataeus’ rationalization of Cerberus into a giant 
venomous serpent (ophis, drakon) that was reared at Tainaron. The best floruit 
we can give for Hecataeus is 500-494 bc. the dates of the Ionian revolt in which he 
played a part.'®®” 

Hecataeus’ speculations represent the formal entry of the serpent-related Cer¬ 
berus into the literary tradition, though a serpent element is already strongly 
implied, of course, by Hesiod’s affiliation of Cerberus to the great drakontes 
l yphon and Echidna. The third-century bc Euphorion describes him as having 
a tail that consists of multiple snakes that hang down beneath his shaggy belly and 
then lick him over his flanks. His eyes flash with fires that resemble lightning and 
the fires that flash forth from Hephaestus’ metalworking and from Etna (the last is 
particularly appropriate for a son of Typhon).'®" Horace’s Cerberus interestingly 
has one hundred snake-heads, black ears, and a ‘three-tongued mouth that emits a 
foul breath and swims in gore’.'®® This looks like an attempt to reconcile the 
hundred heads tout court of the Pindaric Cerberus with the iconographic tradition 
that gives Cerberus three dog-heads and unnumbered bristling snakes.®"” Seneca 
and Lucan give Cerberus a lion-like mane of snakes around his neck(s), with 
Seneca also giving him a serpent-tail.®"' 

The notion that Cerberus had an anguiform nature is integral to the ancillary 
myth that made him the creator of the poisonous aconite. As Heracles dragged 
him out into unaccustomed daylight through a cave beside Heracleia Pontica’s 


IIMC Herakle.s 2581; we have the same phenomenon in I.IMC l lcrakles 2554 (c,525-10 lu:). 
where it is, however, paired with a serpent-tail. 

lAMC. Heraldes 2616; cf. 2586 (c‘.510-500 bc), where, tail apart, Cerberus just has serpents 
sprouting from his four paws. 

LIMC Herakles 2554, 2560, 2571, 2579, 2588, 2595, 2600, 2603, 2604 (e.530-525 bc), 2605 (the 
Laconian cup; c.560-550 bc), 2614, 2628 

LIMC Herakles 2586. 

LIMC Herakles 2562, 2563, 2565; cf. Smallwood 1990: 98. 

Hecataeus FGrLI 1 F27 apud Pausanias 3. 25; cf. also schol. Hesiod Theogony 311: ‘Some said 
that Cerberus was a drakon, others a dog.’ Hecataeus in the Ionian Revolt: Herodotus 5. 36, 125. 

Euphorion F51 Powell = 71 Lightfoot. 

Horace Odes 2. 13. 33-5, 2. 19. 29-32, 3. 11. 15-20. 

In partly similar fashion Tzetzes Chiliades 2. 36. 393-4 gives Cerberus fifty heads in all, three of 
them dog, a serpent-head tail, and ‘the heads of other animals of all kinds along his back’. 

Seneca Hejxules Lurens 782-829; Lucan 6. 664-5. Bristling snakes and snake tails also at Virgil 
Georgies 4. 483, Aeneid 6 .417-25; Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 12 (recycled at schol. Homer Iliad 
8. 368 and Pediasimus 12; a snake-tail here too). 
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own Acheron river the dog slavered or vomited gall in terror. The liquid fell upon 
a harmless plant and transformed it into the poisonous herb. The myth is first 
attested implicitly in Euphorion. But it may conceivably already have underlain 
the naming of the city Heracleia at its foundation in c.560 bc. At any rate it was 
probably fully developed by the time that Xenophon told that Heracles descended 
for Cerberus through a cave in the adjacent Acherusian Chersonese, and when 
Theophrastus noted that the aconite grew best and in the greatest profusion in 
Heracleia Pontica. In the Hercules Fureris Seneca (bringing Cerberus out rather 
through Tainaron) offers a touching portrait of the dog as faithfully subdued and 
submissive before his new master as he is led along: he lowers his ears and his 
muzzle, and follows Heracles with his serpent-tail swinging and beating his sides. 
But when he catches his first glimpse of daylight, the terror restores his courage 
and spirit, and he drags Heracles himself back by the chain. Heracles redoubles his 
efforts and eventually brings him out, whereupon the dog screws his eyes tight 
shut to keep out the light, and, touchingly again, even hides his head in Heracles’ 
shadow. The slaver that is characteristic of dogs must, one would assume, have 
dripped from Cerberus’ dog-heads, as must the vomited gall, but the poisonous 
nature of these substances can only result from his serpentine element (just as the 
Chimaera’s fiery breath must originate in its serpent element, though not neces¬ 
sarily breathed out through her serpent head). Eustathius’ commentary on Dio¬ 
nysius Periegetes, perhaps reflecting some Classical material, simplifies the logic: 
the venom rather dripped directly from the mouths of the vipers (echidnai) that 
grew out of Cerberus’ head.^^^ 

Occasionally Cerberus’ head is shown in leonine form, in both Greek and 
Roman art: he is represented in this way on the other of his two earliest images, 
a fragmentary relief pithos from Crete, c.590-570 In this respect, and with 

his serpent-tail, he comes to resemble the Chimaera.“^^‘^ This leonine head also 
provides a context for the mane of serpents he acquires in Roman poetry, a mane 
that also salutes the Gorgons. 

What was Cerberus’ function? Hesiod gives a clear statement of his role in 
containing the ghosts within the underworld: 'He fawns and wags his tail 
and waggles both ears at those who are coming in, but he does not allow them 
to come out again, rather he keeps watch and he eats whomever he catches going 
outside the gates of strong Hades and dread Persephone.’“^^^ Seneca’s Cerberus has 


Xenophon Anabasis 6. 2. 2, Theophrastus Historia Plantaruni 9. 16.4-7 (cf. Strabo C543, Arrian 
I'GrII 156 I76a); Ileroclorus of Heracleia FGrH 31 B1 (vomit), Euphorion Xenios F37 Powell = 41a 
Lightfoot (vomit); Niamdcr Alcxipharnmka 13-15 (with schol. 13b: vomit); Diodorus 14. 31. 3; Ovid 
Metamorphoses 7. 404-19 (slaver); Pomponius Mela 1.92; Seneca Agamemnon 859-6, Hercules Furens 
46-62, 807-29 (slaver); Dionysius Periegetes 787-92 (with schol. and Eustathius ad loc.; slaver in all, 
from the snake-heads in the last). First Vatican Mythographer 1. 57 (slaver). At Hercules Furens 46-62 
Seneca inverts the traditional conceit, having the sun grow pale and the daylight shrink back at the sight 
of (Jerberus as he emerges from the underworld. F’or the date of Heracleia’s foundation see Burstein 
1976: 16 and for the underworld entrance there see Ogden 2001: 29-34. 

LIMC Herakles 2621. On 2640, a Roman sarcophagus of c. ad 150-75, Cerberus’ leonine head 
matches that which hangs down from Heracles’ lionskin. 

vVe recall that the fundamentally leonine Sphinx too could, on one occasion, exhibit a serpent- 
tail: schol. Euripides Plwenissae 1760. 

Hesiod 'Flieogony 767-74, recycled at 4’zetzes schol. on Lycophron Alexandra 699. 
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super-sensitive hearing, with his ears attuned so that he can hear even the silent 
ghosts as they try to flee.“^^' So too Quintus Smyrnaeus has Cerberus ‘penning 
back the crowd of the dead in the murky pit, at the baleful gates of Hades of the 
many laments’.“^^^ To this extent, the dog might be considered a friend and 
succour to the living. Virgil’s Aerieid anomalously within the tradition gives us a 
Cerberus who guards the underworld against intrusion from without. As Aeneas 
and the Sibyl pass before his cave on their way into the underworld, the Sibyl feeds 
Cerberus a pellet made of honey and drugged meal: shades here of Medea and the 
Hesperides drugging their drakon charges.“^^^ Aristophanes implies that Cerberus 
had many allied hounds in his task of guarding the underworld: his Aeacus, 
Cerberus’ wrangler, refers to ‘the circling dogs of the Cocytus’.“^^'^ 

What sanction does Cerberus deploy against the dead to hold them back? As 
Eustathius was wryly to observe, they cannot die twice (so Heracles uncharacteris¬ 
tically did the world a disservice in bringing Cerberus from the realm in which he 
was harmless into the sphere of the living, where he was indeed a threat and 
furthermore produced the aconite).“'^^ It is noteworthy that no one is ever said to 
have been eaten by Cerberus in his canonical form. When Philochorus has him eat 
Pirithous, this is in the radically anomalous context of a rationalization of the tale 
of Theseus’ and Pirithous’ descent to the underworld. Hades is brought to the 
surface and transformed into Aidoneus, a mortal king of the Molossians with an 
exceptionally large mortal dog, to whom he feeds the living Pirithous for at¬ 
tempting to rape his mortal wife Persephone.^ ** Lucian might suggest that 
Cerberus was at least capable of inflicting pain on the dead. His Cerberus nips 
at Socrates to speed him on in his descent to the underworld (his feet are slowed 
by paralysing hemlock and a fear of death that exposes the hypocrisy of his 
philosophy). Lucian’s underworld judge Rhadamanthys contemplates throwing 
the tyrant Megapenthes before Cerberus for punishment, as an alternative to 
throwing him into Pyriphlegethon, the river of fire. And devouring by Cerberus 
is listed more generally as one of the punishments of Tartarus. However, Lucian’s 
underpinning transformation of Cerberus from guard to agent of punishment is 
also radically anomalous, and no doubt his presentation of the dog is framed 
precisely to point up the paradox at the heart of his canonical conceptualization, 
with a satirical awareness in line with his frequent debunldngs of the entire 
traditional apparatus of the underworld and afterlife.“^“ 

What does Hesiod mean when he describes Cerberus as ‘raw-flesh-eating’ 
{ornestesy.^^^ Perhaps little: it may just be a generic epithet suitable to any dog. 
Or perhaps it derives from a forgotten conceptualization of Cerberus, one in 
which he was a death-demon encountered at the point of transition between life 
and death, who metaphorically devoured the flesh of a dead body as it rots, and 


Seneca Hercules Ihirens 782-829. 

Quintus Smyrnaeus 6. 261-8. 

Virgil Aeneid 6. 417-25. The contrarian nature of this passage is damagingly misunderstood at 
Graf and Johnston 2007: 112. 

Aristophanes Frogs 465-78. 

Eustathius on Dionysius Periegetes 791. 

' Philochorus FGrH 323 l’lT8a-b; cf. 'I’zetzes on Aristophanes Frogs 142a, Chiliades 2. 36. 408-12. 
Lucian Dialogues of the Dead 4, Cataplus 28, Meuippus 14. 

Hesiod Fheogouy 3\\. 
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derived his canine form from the dogs that do in actuality eat exposed dead bodies 
(as famously, already, in the fourth line of the Iliad). Here, we may loosely 
associate the paradoxographer Heraclitus’ rationalizing explanation of Pei sens 
‘dogskin cap {kune) of Hades’: ‘The dogskin cap of Hades is the end point at which 
the dead person departing becomes invisible.’“^^ 

Each stage of Heracles’ mission to fetch up Cerberus acquiied a degree of 
elaboration in the tradition. Eurystheus is the imposer of the task already in the 
Iliad and consistently thereafter.^Diodorus and Apollodorus tell that Heiacles 
prepared himself for the journey by initiation into the Eleusinian mysteries; 
according to the former, Musaeus, the amanuensis of Orpheus, presided over 
the initiation.“*^ Such initiation may have served to give Heracles advance know¬ 
ledge of the topography of the underworld and its horrors,“^^ but it may also have 
given Heracles more specifically the knowledge he needed to restrain and calm 
Cerberus. A calyx crater from Tarentum of c.350-300 bc shows a young man 
conducted to the boundary of Hades, symbolized by a herm statue: Orpheus 
stands by, and offers him his lyre whilst restraining Cerberus."*^ Lucian s Menip- 
pus calms an excited Cerberus by touching the Orphic lyre he has taken down 
with him.^^^ 

Heracles is said to have made his descent through the underworld entrance at 
Tainaron. The notion is found first, implicitly, in the rationalized account of 
Hecataeus.““* Xenophon uniquely suggests that he descended through Heracleia, 
a place more usually associated only with his point of return, as we have seen.““~ 

How did Heracles get Cerberus? There were two broad traditions: either 
Heracles had to fight Hades for him, or Hades gave Heracles Cerberus to take 
away on condition that he could first master him.^“^ Homer knew the tradition 
that Heracles fought Hades, with the Iliad telling that Heracles had contrived to 
shoot an arrow through Hades’ shoulder ‘in Pylos / at the Gate [sc. of the 


' Homer Iliad 1. 3-4: TroXXdc 8' dldifxovc ifjvxdc Mi'Si TTpoitLifs^v rfpcoow, avrovc Si iXo'jpia 
Kvuecciv. 7’his seems to be the understanding of M. L. West 1966: 370. 

Heraclitus Dc iticredibilibus 27: i'cn Si Kwif I^'liSoc ro tcXoc eic o d7reX0d)U o TereXeuryKojc 

dofXlTOC ytV€T(U. 

Homer Iliad 8. 362-9; so too Homer Odyssey 11. 623-6, Hecataeus FGjH 1 F27, Euripides 
Heracles 610-19, 1276-8, 1386-7, Pirithous E591 7VG7<, Critias 43 FI TrGP. 

Diodorus 4. 25. 1, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 12 (and thereafter schol. Homer Iliad 8. 368, 
Pediasimus 12), Tzetzes Chiliades 2. 36. 397. The contention of Smallwood 1990: 86 (cf. 96) that a 
connection between Heracles’ Cerberus mission and his initiation is already made at Aristophanes 
Progs 465-9 and 503-18 is unintelligible. 

Cf. Origen Contra Celsiim 4. 10. 

HM F270; cf M. L. West 1983: 25, 30-2 and pi. 3, Ogden 2001: 125-7. 

Lucian Menippus 10. 

Hecataeus PGrII 1 F27 = Pausanias 3. 25. 4 (rationalized), Euripides Heracles 23-5, Seneca 
Hercules P'urens 662-96, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 12. For 'Fainaron see Ogden 2001: 34-42. 

“““ Xenophon Anabasis 6. 2. 2. 

However, according to Aristophanes Progs 465-78, Aeacus, the canonical doorkeeper of the 
underworld, was, understandably, the guardian of Cerberus, and he accordingly feels particular 
resentment towards Heracles. Such a notion may have underpinned a fragment from one of Critias’ 
tragedies, TrGP 43 FI, in which Heracles discusses with Aeacus the fict that he has been sent by 
Eurystheus to fetch back Cerberus. 
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underworld]Hades or Persephone or both figure strongly in the iconographic 
tradition of Heracles’ descent.““^ On one of the two earliest Cerberus vases, the 
c 590-580 BC lost kotyle from Argos, Heracles is shown attacking Hades with a 
stone.““^’ But after this we see no more of the battle between these two. In a variant 
of this version known to Diodorus, Heracles enjoyed good relations with Perseph¬ 
one, who of her own accord gave him a pre-bound Cerberus to bring away.““^ This 
variant may also underlie Amphitryon’s stichomythic question to Heracles in 
Euripides’ Heracles: ‘Did you get control of him with a fight or by gift of the 
goddess?’““^ 

As for the fight with Cerberus himself, there were two variants as to the 
condition Hades imposed upon Heracles for it. Either he had to master Cerberus 
without the use of iron, or he had to do it without any weapons at all. The no-iron 
condition becomes explicit only in a scholium to the Iliad, which explains that 
Heracles used his lion-skin in place of his shield and tipped his arrows with stone 
heads.““^ But the fundamental notion may well be old. From c.560 bc the 
iconography typically shows Heracles beating or threatening Cerberus with his 
familiar wooden club.“'^^ Seneca’s Hades and Persephone then sit on their thrones 
to observe a contest in which Heracles beats Cerberus into submission with his 
club whilst protecting himself with his lion-skin, and they then bid him take the 
dog.“^^ The no-weapons {tout court) condition first becomes explicit in Apollo- 
dorus, who tells that Heracles therefore choked the dog at its necks until it bowed 
to his will, though its snake-tail kept biting him in the meantime. Sophocles, 
whose Heracles apostrophizes his hands in connection with this conquest of 
Cerberus, may already have had the notion, whilst Aristophanes’ Heracles 
runs Cerberus out of the underworld in a stranglehold.“^“ Heracles’ mastery of 
Cerberus is, however, often symbolized by his chaining of the dog. In iconog¬ 
raphy, from c.560 bc, we sometimes see that Heracles has chained all three of his 
necks, sometimes just the central one.^^^^ Of course no ordinary chain would do 
for this purpose, and Ovid and Seneca duly tell us that Heracles dragged Cerberus 
struggling out of the underworld with chains made of adamant (a threefold one, in 


Homer Iliad 5. 395-7, eV IfvXoj, with schol. and Kirk 1990 ad loc.; cf. Homer Iliad 8. 367-8, 
where Hades is himself described as TTvXdprao, ‘gate-warden’. Panyassis h'26 West also spoke of Lleian 
Hades’ being shot by Heracles. 

Either or both are to be found at LIMC Herakles 2553, 2558, 2559, 2561, 2562, 2563, 2564, 2 d65, 
2566, 2567, 2570, 2574, 2582, 2592-603, 2608, 2614. 

LIMC Herakles 2553. 

Diodorus 4. 26. 1. 

Euripides Heracles 612. 

Schol. Iliad 5. 395-7. 

LIMC Herakles 2556 (possibly), 2571, 2576 (c.560 bc), 2578, 2588, 2595, 2600, 2604, 2605 = 
Pipili 1987 fig. 8 (c.560-550 bc), 2664. 

Seneca Hercules Ihirens 782-829; cf Quintus Smyrnaeus 6. 261-8 (presumably blows of the 

club). 

Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 12; Sopliocles 'I'rachiniae 1089-100; Aristophanes Lrogs 465-78; 
'I'zetzes Cdiiliades 2. 36. 404-6 (where, as Heracles grips Cerberus by the neck, he is bitten by his serpent 
tail and the other animal heads along his back). 

LIMC Herakles 1705, 1706, 1742, 2554, 2556, 2557, 2562, 2564, 2565, 2568, 2570, 2574, 2576 
(c.560 bc), 2578,2579,2581,2582,2590,2591, 2595,2597,2601,2603,2604-6, (2605 = Pipili 1987 fig. 8 
is c.560-550 bc) 2609, 2611, 2613-15, 2717, 2628, 2631-67. 
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the latter case).“‘^'^ From the late sixth century the iconography sometimes gives 
Heracles petting a now docile Cerberus.“^^ Two vases show him offering the gently 
dog a morsel of food.“^^ The unheroic thought occurs, in the light of the drugged 
sop of Virgil’s Sibyl, that Heracles’ morsel too may have been drugged, to serve 
an ironless weapon.“^^ 

An Iliad scholium may seek to reconcile both broad versions here. It tells thi\t 
Hades told Heracles he could take Cerberus if he could master him without iro^^ 
but then reneged on the deal when he did so, with the result that Heracles shot 
him with one of his stone-tipped arrows.“^^ 

The tradition as to where Heracles brought Cerberus out of the underworld was 
much more complex than that of the place of his descentr^"'^ 

• In the seventh century bc Aleman referred to a Phrygian, ‘Cerbesian tune' 
{melos Kerbesiori). Strabo suggests that this tune derived its name from the 
‘Cerbesian chasm’ (bothynos .., Kerbesios) and the local Cerbesians of Phry-. 
gian Hierapolis, i.e. from the well known mephitic entrance to the under¬ 
world there. There seems to lurk here, and possibly already in Aleman, a 
folk-etymology associating Kerbesios with Kerberos. This in turn implies a 
tradition that Cerberus was brought up at Hierapolis.“'^^^ 

• The most vigorous strand of the tradition, originating at some point between 
the sixth and second centuries bc, had Cerberus brought up through the 
underworld entrance at Heracleia Pontica, where he produced the aconite 
with his slaver or vomit, as we have seen. 

• Hecataeus seems to have rationalized an existing tradition that contended 
that Heracles both descended and indeed returned through Tainaron; this 
tradition remains unrationalized in Seneca.“'*' 

• There may have been a claim that Heracles brought Cerberus out of the 
underworld at the site of the Acheron oracle of the dead in Thesprotia. Coins 
of nearby Elea struck c.370-330 BC bc portray the dog.“'*“ The Homeric 
account of Odysseus’ descent to the underworld (the Necyia) seems to reflect 
the topography of the Acheron oracle. Aristarchus and Crates wished to 
emend the ‘Cimmerians’ that Homer says lived beside his underworld 
entrance to ‘Cerberians’.^"^'^ 

• Apollodorus, Pausanias, and Tzetzes tell that Heracles brought Cerberus up 
rather at Troezen, Pausanias making it clear that this variant was associated 


Ovid Metamorphoses 7. 404-19, Seneca Hercules Fureris 46-62, 807-29, Agamemnon 859-62. 
LIMC Herakles 2554 (c.525-510 uc), 2556. 

LIMC Herakles 2614 (c.520 nc; however, Smallwood 1990 ad loc. guesses that the object is rather 
a charm), LIMC Heralcles 2568 (early 5th cent. bc). 

Virgil Aeneici 6. 417-25. 

Schol. Iliad 5. 395-7. 

I'or some of the reasons for this, see Ogden 2010. 

Aleman FI26 PMOYCampbell, apiui Strabo C580. 

Hecataeus L'GrII 1 F'27 = Pausanias 3. 25. 4; Seneca Hercules Purens 807-29 (cf also Agamemnoti 
85-62). 

Dakaris 1993: 31. 

Homer Odyssey 11 . 14, with schol. and Eustathius ad loc. See Ogden 2001; 43-4. 
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with the altars of the underworld gods in the temple of Artemis Saviour 
there.“'^^^ 

• Pausanias also notes the claim that Heracles brought Cerberus up through 
the chasm sacred to Clymenus (Hades) at Hermione.“^^ In Euripides’ FJera- 
cles Heracles has temporarily left Cerberus in Hermione: ‘a grove of Chtho- 
nia and the city of Hermion keep him’.“^^ It is not implied here that Heracles 
had dragged him up at Hermione, merely that it was a suitable place, with 
its underworld connections, in which to keep Cerberus comfortable. There 
may, nonetheless, lurk an allusion to an already existing notion that for some 
Hermione had been the exit point. 

• Pausanias notes a further claim that Heracles had brought Cerberus out of 
the underworld on Mt. Laphystion in Boeotia, subsequently the site of a 
shrine to Heracles Charops.^"^^ 

• The twelfth-century ad Etymologiami Magnum notes that one explanation 
for the name of Emeia near Mycenae is that Cerberus vomited (emescn) there 
after coming up from Hades. This explanation self-evidently piggy-backs on 
the Heraclea tradition. 

Occasional images, the first from of c.500-475 bc but otherwise of the imperial 
period, show Heracles leading Cerberus out of the underworld itself (though we 
cannot of course tell at what site), represented either by a cave mouth or a pair of 
double doors.'^'^ 

From wherever he dragged Cerberus up, Heracles seems to have paraded the 
dog triumphantly through Greece on his way back to Tiryns, the sojourn at 
Hermione aside. Euphorion tells how Heracles is marvelled at by the fearful 
women of barley-rich Midea, together with their children.Seneca’s Hera 
complains that Heracles is leading the dark dog arrogantly and exultantly through 
the cities of Greece, and his Theseus explains that Heracles is greeted on his return 
from the underworld with Cerberus by laurel-wreathed crowds singing his 
praise.^^^^ 

Of Cerberus’ arrival in Mycenae we hear little. In a tragic fragment of Critias 
Heracles tells Aeacus that although Eurystheus had commanded him to bring 
Cerberus ‘alive’ to the gates of Mycenae (had he said he would look down on the 
dog from the walls?), he had no wish to set eyes on the dog, but had imposed tlie 
labour in the confidence that Heracles would not be able to complete it. 


“ ' * Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 12, Pausanias 2. 31. 2, Izetz.es Uiiliades 2. 36. 407. 

Pausanias 2. 35. 10. 

Kuripides Heracles 6\0-\9. 

Pausanias 9. 34. 5. 

“ LIMC Merakles 2578 (f.500-475 nc; Heracles leads Cerberus out of cave by his chain; cf. 2591). 
Roman art, cave mouth: LIMC Merakles 2623-4, 2634, 2643, 2650, 2655-6, 2659, 2662-3; cl. Small¬ 
wood 1990: 100. Roman art, double doors: LIMC Herakles 2648-9. Presumably these caves do 
represent the entrance to the underworld, though we may note that according to Virgil Aeiieid 6. 
417-25 Cerberus sleeps (bulkily) in a cave within the underworld itself, on the inner bank of the Styx; 
this evidently serves as his kennel. 

Huphorion P51 Powell = 71 Lightfoot. 

Seneca Hercules Furens 46-62, 807-29. 

Critias WGi* 43 FI; cf. Hyginus L'abulae 30. 13. 
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A similar notion seems to underpin the wonderful c.530-520 bc vase mentioned 
above in which a terrified Eurystheus hides from the three-coloured Cerberus in a 
pithos-yc\r (Fig. 2.5).^’“ The tradition takes relatively little interest in Cerberus’ 
return to the underworld thereafter. Apollodorus asserts, in lapidary fashion, that 
Heracles did indeed finally take him back. Hesychius, however, tells that, Tn Argos 
slaves that are being freed drink from the spring of Cynadra, because it was by this 
route that Cerberus escaped and got his freedom.’ Hesychius seems to mean that 
Cerberus got back into the underworld through the spring itself, the name of 
which was perhaps folk-etymologized as ‘Dog-water’. 

A tale uniquely (and vestigially) recorded by the sixth-century ad Nonnus 
Abbas has Heracles descending to seize Persephone for Pirithous and then actu¬ 
ally Icilling Cerberus as he ascends back out of the underworld (the point, of 
course, at which Cerberus would first oppose him).^^^^ 

Closely related to Cerberus is the dog Orth(r)us (the orthography is 
unstable).“^^ The Theogony makes him full brother to Cerberus as the child 
similarly of Typhon and Echidna. It was Orthus’ destiny likewise to be a guard- 
dog, and he took oversight of the cattle of Geryon, the three-bodied son of 
Chrysaor, son of Medusa. He was accordingly killed by Heracles, his brother’s 
tamer, as he stole the cattle in another of his labours. In art Orthus is always 
shown in association with his master, sometimes supine in death. Like Cerberus, 
Orthus is usually depicted with multiple heads, first and most typically with two, 
from C.625 bc (the same considerations may apply as for Cerberus: we may 
sometimes be expected to imagine a third head concealed behind the visible 
pair). From the mid sixth century he is sometimes shown single-headed, and a 
unique vase of c.500-475 explicitly gives him the full Cerberan three.“^^’ Like 
Cerberus too he could on occasion boast a drakon element, although this was 
confined, a la Chimaera, to his tail. This becomes manifest in his iconography 
between mid sixth century and the early fifth century bc.^^’^ Hesiod tells us that 
Orthus mated with his own mother Echidna to produce the Sphinx. Given her 
pedigree, one would have expected the Sphinx to exhibit much more of the drakon 


L/MCHcrakles2616. 

“ Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 12; Hesychius s.v. eXcvOepou vHop; cf. Eitrem 1921; 28. Smallwood 
1990: 98 thinks LIMC Herakles 2617 may show the hero in the act of returning Cerberus to the 
underworld. 

Nonnus Abbas Scholia Mythologica 4. 51 Nimmo Smith. 

Principal texts: Hesiod Theogony 287-94, 306-9, 326-7; Stesichorus S7-87 SLG/Campbell (with 
Page 1973), Pindar Isthmian 1. 13-15, with schol.; Palaephatus 39, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 10, 
Quintus Smyrnaeus 6. 252-4, Servius on Virgil Aeneid 7. 662, 8. 300, schol. Plato Tinmens 24e, 
Pediasimus 10, 26. Principal iconography: LIMC Orthros I, Geryoneus 8, 16, Discussions: Page 1973, 
Woodford 1994. 

“ 4 wo heads: LIMC Orthros 1 6-20, 25 (the earliest is no. 19 = Geryoneus 8, c.625-600 bc; the 

latest derives from the late 4th cent, bc); we first learn of his two heads in the literary record only with 
Apollodorus. One head: LIMC Orthros 1 1-5, 22-3 (mid 6th to early 5th cent. bc). Three heads: LIMC 
Orthros 1 21 (c.500-475 bc). 

He sports a snake tail on LIMC Orthros 1 6 (mid 6th cent, bc), 14 (c.510 bc), 20 (late 6th cent. 
bc), 21 (c-.500-475 bc), 25 (fragment resembling no. 14). But he sports a clear dog-tail on LIMC 
Orthros 1 1, 3, 10. 12, 19 (c.625-600 bc), 23. 
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element than she does. A lone late source tells us that she had a drakon tail, taking 
after her father.“^^ 


CONCLUSION 

Few would contest the appropriateness of describing the anguipede Typhon, 
Echidna, or Giants as drakontes or composite drakontes and bracketing them 
together with the pure drakontes examined in Chapter 1, given that around 50 per¬ 
cent of their bulk is made up of drakon. And let us not forget that the anguipede 
drakaina Delphyne is the mythological alternative to the pure drakon Python. But 
some might initially baulk at classifying those creatures, only a small proportion of 
whose physique consists of a drakon element, in the same group. However, the 
title of such creatures to be considered here is bolstered by the fashion in which 
their drakon element makes its presence felt emphatically in their modus operandi 
and in the narratives associated with them. Medusa has only hair of drakontes, but 
her signal ability to petrify with her gaze is almost certainly to be related to the 
notoriously terrible gaze of drakontes and snakes. The Chimaera has only a 
drakon tail, but this is certainly responsible for the fieiy breath so fundamental 
to her story. Cerberus has only a drakon tail and a covering of small drakontes 
over his body, but we cannot doubt that it is they that render his saliva (or vomit) 
toxic, allowing for his fabled creation of the aconite. It is striking too that the 
myths of the composite drakontes are bound together in a mesh of shared but 
diverse themes above and beyond those of their composite shapes: Typhon, the 
Giants, and Campe are alike children of Earth; Typhon, the Chimaera, and 
Gorgon-Aegis share a devotion to fire and to the burning of the Catacaumene; 
Campe shares a Libyan base with Lamia, the Gorgons, and the Graeae; Lamia 
shares detachable eyes with the Graeae; the Gorgons, the Chimaera, and Cerberus 
alike are triadic monsters (three sisters, three constituent animals, three heads) 
after whom a hero is sent (Perseus, Bellerophon, Heracles) in the expectation that 
he will die; Medusa oddly merges into the Chimaera in the intermediate figure of 
Gorgon-Aegis; Medusa’s head drips blood to produce venomous snakes, whilst 
Cerberus drips slaver to produce poisonous plants. 


'I’he Sphinx’s drakon tail: schol. Euripides Phoenissac 1760. 
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DRAKONTES AND KE'l'E 

As noted in the Introduction, this study of ancient dragons distinguishes itself 
from others in striving to confine itsell to cirakontcs-piwe and to monsters that 
incorporate a drakon element, large or small.' Given this task, our most difficult 
methodological challenge is presented by the sea creatures defined by the term 
ketos (plural kctc; Latin celus, pistrix, helua). Just as the term drakon could apply 
equally to the actual large snakes of the real world, and to the fantastical dragons 
of myth, so the term ketos could apply equally to the actual massive denizens ol 
the deep, principally whales, and to the fantastical predatory sea-serpents of myth. 
Whilst a whale does not much resemble a snake, and whilst, strikingly, the 
ancients hardly ever deployed the term drakon or its derivatives in connection 
with sea-serpents,“ the fantastical reflexes of the drakon and the ketos were so 
conceptually close in the Greek and Roman imagination that a study of the former 
cannot be complete without attention to the latter. 

Kete appear widely in Greek art, from c.65() ik: onwards, in decorative scenes 
(where they sometimes provide mounts for Nereids) as well as in illustrations of 
the stories of Hesione and Andromeda.In their canonical form they have a body 
that is fundamentally serpentine, and with a single exception this is true of all their 
manifestations in archaic art.' d’heir heads, with long muzzle and upturned snout, 
most often recall, to our eyes, those of dogs (sometimes those of boars or even 
horses), but they are thought to have originated in those of lions (crocodile snouts 
may also have exerted an impact). Kete often have forearms and these too, 
compatibly, resemble a lion’s forelegs. 'Lhey often have long, hare-like ears, 
horns or tusks, bristles, spiny crests running the length of their bodies and, 
appropriately to the sea, fish-tails and fins or flippers."" For us the difference in 
form between actual whales and the kete of Greek art (which preserves nothing 
resembling a significantly realistic representation of a whale) is considerable, but it 

' Much of llie material in lliis section of the chapter, together with those devoted to Hesione and 
Andromeda, hiiikls upon Ogden 2()()8(/: 67-99. 

The kiios ofjoppa is indirectly compared to a dnuo at Ovid Mclatiiophoscs 4. 715. 

' See Ketos, and the images cited below in connection with Hesione, Andromeda, and Scylla. 

Kcic as moimt lor Nereids: e.g. Ketos 30-4; cf. Boardman 1997: 733-5. 

' LIMC Ketos 18. 

1‘or the canonical form of the kclos in art see Shepard 1940: esp. 28-30, h,. Vermeule 1979: 
179-209, and above all Boardman 1987: esp. 74, 78, 1997 esp. 731-5, and Bapadopoulos and Ruscillo 
2002: esp. 216-22. 
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probably seemed less so to the ancients, relatively few of whom, sailor or landlub¬ 
ber, will have had the chance to inspect the fully intact body of a whale, dead or 
alive. Such information as was available will have been in the form of no doubt 
often severely disfigured beached carcasses. All the larger species of whale, includ¬ 
ing the largest variety of all, the blue whale, visited and continue to visit Greek 
waters. Among these, it is sperm whales that are particularly prone to beaching. 
No doubt the 3()-cubit-long Porphyrios, the ‘Purple boy’ that Procopius tells us 
terrorized the Byzantine coast for fifty years in the sixth century ad until he 
became beached, belonged to this variety. And a beaching probably explains too 
how the scapula of a fin whale, the world’s second largest variety, came lo be 
deposited in an Athenian well c.85() hc:.^' 

In summary, and in part anticipating the I'ollowing discussions, the overlaps 
and coincidences between drakontes and kete in the (ireek and Roman imagin¬ 
ations are: 

• Kete, in literature and art alike, whilst typically culminating in a fish-tail, are, 
as we have just noted, fundamentally serpentine in body, d’hey also fre¬ 
quently exhibit secondary characteristics associated with drakontes: in art, 
forked tongues and beards and, in literature, fiery, flashing eyes,^ and triple 
rows of teeth.^ 

• Most of the great drakontes of Greek myth are descended from the archetypal 
sea monster Geto in the influential genealogy of Hesiod’s I'heogony ((^h. 

• Some mythical traditions appear, in different ways, to assimilate kete and 
drakontes. First, Scylla remarkably seems to have mutated over the course of 
her tradition from a slightly composite drakon into a more heavily composite 
ketos. Secondly, the puzzling behaviour of the drakdfi-piuv of the myth of 
Faocoon can only be understood as a fusion between the behaviours nor¬ 
mally associated with kete and with drakontes-pvoper. 'Thirdly, in art, the 
normally anguipede Giants occasionally have their snake feet replaced by a 
ketos' fish-tail, as on some 3rd- and 2nd-century ik; Idruscan vases, where we 
find one in battle with Athene, another with Poseidon.'" 

• 'The tales of the slayings of the great mythical ktUe of 'Troy and Fthiopia, by 
Heracles and Perseus respectively, strongly resemble in their structures and 


I'or ancient encounters witli whales, see Boartlinan 1987, 1997, and Papadopoulos and Ruscillo 
2002; esp. 199-201,206, 216. Porphyrios: Procopius Wars 7. 29. 9-16. 

^ Valerius Placcus Argoiuiulica 2. -'197-503 gives the ketos ot Troy flashing eyes, l or the Hashing 
eyes oi drakontes see (Hi. 6. H'he Hellenistic Dionysius of Samos IXatl 13 p'2 gives the cross-over Scylla 
fiery eyes (pyrocidcis). 

^ Triple rows of teeth are possessed alike by the ketos of 'I'roy (Valerius I'laccus Aryonaatiea 2. 
•197-303), the Serpent of Ares (Ovid Metamorphoses 3. 31) and by the crossover Scylla (Homer 
Odyssey 12. 91). 

Hesiod 'I'heoyony 270-^?^h. 

IJMCJ (iigantes -133 (2nd cent, lu:, Poseidon), 133 (3rd cent, lu;, Athene); see also 131. On a 
hroir/.e greave orc.3-10 lu;, /,//V/(.'(iigantes 72, Poseidon strikes a (lianl whilst a ketos swims beneath. It 
is jierhaps less significant that Nonnus’ (iampe should combine both drakon and ketos elements in her 
form, with hair and legs consisting of the former and torso consisting of the latter, given that she also 
incorporates a dizzying variety of other animals too, including lions, hoars, dogs, and scorpions 
{Dionysiaca 18. 236-67). 
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thciTics those of the sUiyings of the niythiCcil djakonteSy not legist the ones 
defeated by Menestratus and Eurybatus (Ch. 2). 

• The great mythical kete of I roy and Ethiopia aie, fiiitheimoic, slain by 
heroes who specialize in slaying drakontes: Heracles is slayer of the Hydra, 
Ladon and the serpent-pair sent against him by Heia, amongst otheis; 
Perseus is the slayer of Medusa (Ch. 5). 

• d’he harpe (sickle-sword), the weapon ideally designed for use against angui- 
form monsters (Ch. 6), is also deployed by Perseus against his ketoSy and 
possibly too by Heracles against his." 

• The recurring threat that the great mythical d)akontes might pollute theii 
local communities with their gargantuan rotting carcasses, associated with 
the Delphic drakon and others, is surely a notion originating in the actual 
experiences of beached whale (i.e. ketos) carcasses (Ch. 6). And we should 
bear in mind that whale skeletons, with their narrow skulls, look rather more 
serpentine than living whales do too. Pausanias reports that a huge bone ol a 
ketos was kept in the stoa of Asclepius’ Sicyonian sanctuary. Did the dedica¬ 
tors think the great drakon god an appropriate keeper?" 

• Both drakontes and kete can be referred to as ‘dogs’: so Euripides twice of the 
Hydra,and Lycophron twice of the ketos of Troy.'"* In any case, the 
composite drakon Cerberus and the composite ketos Scylla both explicitly 
incorporate heavy canine elements. We have noted the dog-like heads typical 
of kete in art. 


THE KETOS Oh’ I ROY, SLAIN BY HERACLES 

In its canonical form, the myth of Heracles, Hesione and the ketos (Eigs. 3.1, 3.2, 
3.3) may be summarized as follows, in an account that draws heavily on an 
important fragment of Hellanicus, as well as Diodorus and Tzetzes. Apollo and 
Poseidon helped Laomedon build the walls of'Lroy, but Laomedon cheated them 
of the pay he had promised them. In revenge Apollo sent a pestilence against d'roy, 
whilst Poseidon sent a flood and a ketos against it. Apollo instructed Laomedon to 
placate the creature by putting out the virgin daughters of the noble Trojans for it 
to eat, and many were cast before it. Eventually he was compelled to set out his 
own daughter Hesione for the monster, either by the chance of the lot or under 
noble or popular pressure. She was duly laid out for the monster in royal dress, 
chained to a rock beside the sea. A desperate Laomedon now offered his immortal 
horses as reward to anyone that could slay the ketos for him. Heracles took up the 
challenge, and managed to get himself inside the creature, either by luring the 
creature to insert its head through the entrance of a defensive bulwark, or by 


“ li LIMC Ketos 26 ^ I^erseus 188 - llcrakles 2844 docs indeed represent Heracles. 

Ikuisanias 2. 10. 2. 

Huripides Z/e/v/c/es 420, 1274. 

Lycophron Alexandra 34, 471. 'I'/etzes on Lycophron Alexandra 843 then applies the term ‘sea 
dog’ also to llie keioa of Lthio|4a/Jo}ipa. 
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donning Hesione’s dress and substituting himself for her. He remained inside it 
for three days and killed it by attacldng its liver or its flanks from within, but when 
he emerged the creature’s digestive juices had dissolved his hair. Laomedon then 
cheated Heracles too of his reward, deceitfully fobbing him off with mere mortal 
horses. In revenge Heracles sacked Troy, killing Laomedon and all his children 
except for Hesione and Podarces. Hesione he gave as a prize to his champion 
soldier Telamon, and she became mother to Teucer by him. Hesione redeemed 
(epriato) Podarces from Heracles at the cost of her mirror or veil, and as a 
consequence he was renamed Priam, destined to preside over 'I’roy in the era of 
the Trojan war.^-’ 

The tale evidently has much in common with that of Perseus, Andromeda, and 
the ketos of Ethiopia, to which we will shortly turn. At the heart of both tales is a 
central vignette in which an innocent virgin is tied to a rock as a sacrifice for a 
ketos, which is then destroyed by a visiting hero. But the Heracles tale is likely to 
have been fully developed already by the time of the Iliad, a century or so bel'ore 
our earliest attestation of the Perseus tale, and it may therefore have constituted a 
model for it. Whilst the poem does not mention Hesione herself, it does allude to 
Athene and the I'rojans building a wall for Heracles to hide behind when the kCUos 
chased him from the shore to the plain. 

How was the ketos of I’roy conceptualized? Its serpentine aspect could on 
occasion be emphasized. 'I'he earliest image of it is found on a (Corinthian 
column-crater of c.575-550 bc (Fig. 3.1). Here Heracles has dismounted from 
his chariot, driven by lolaus, and strides towards the kCdos, seemingly bring three 
arrows at once from his bow at it. Hesione stands in advance of him before the 
ketos, pelting it with round stones of different colours. Of the ketos itself we see 
only an odd, elongated white head, strongly serpentine in shape, with a large eye, 
long rows of teeth, and a lolling tongue. Arrows and stones cling to it.'' Also ol 
interest is a black-figure cup of c’.520 bc. Here a full-bodied and again particularly 
serpentine ketos gapes before Heracles, who grabs its tongue by the root, seem¬ 
ingly in preparation for reaping it with his harpe}^ A fragment of a c360-350 bc 


Principal texts: Homer Iliad 20. Pl5-« (cf. 5. 038-51, 7. •152-3, 21. Ml- 57). llellanicus -1 
l'26b {= Fowler; = sehol. Homer Iliad 20. 145), Palaepliatus 37, l.ycophron Alexandra 31 0, •170 -8 with 
'I zetzes ad locc., Uiodorus 4. 32, 42, Ovid MeUutiorplioscs 11. 199-215, V^derius I'laccus Argonautiea 2. 
451-578 (the most expansive account), Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 9, 2. 0. 4, 1 lyginus I'abahie 31,89, 
Philostratus Uaagines 12, Servius on Virgil Aetieid 1. 550, 5. 30, 8. 157, First X'atican Mythographer 2. 
34-5, Second 220, Coluccio Saliitati I)c Laboribu^ Herculis 3. 16. Principal images: /./yV/(.' Hesione, 
Ketos. Discussions: Drexler 1886 90, Schmidt 1907: 3-12, C. Robert 1920-6: ii. 519-58, VVeicker 1912, 
Brommer 1955, Milne 1956, Fontenrose 1959: 347-50, l.esky 1967, Burck 1976, (ianlz 1993: 400- 2, 
442-4, Oakley 1997, the last with further bibliography. Ahlberg-Cornell 1984, despite its title, addresses 
not Heracles’ encounter with the ketos of'Froy but his many wrestling tnatches against the Meenndiuter 
Triton, Nereus, and the 1 lalios Oeron. 

Homer Iliad 20. 145-8. Heracles is not usually said to feel any attraction towards Hesione: his 
motivation is always rather the horses, so as to justify his consequent sack of Froy. 1 lowever, Diotlorus 
•1. 42 may mildly indicate an attraction towards Heracles on Hesione’s part, and eventually the First 
Vatican Mythographer 2. 34 does have Heracles demanding the hand of Hesione as opposetl to the 
horses in reward. 

/./yV/C Hesione 3. 

LIMC! Hesione 4 ^ Ketos 25; cf Alexiades 1982: 513, Boardman 1987: 80, Paj^ailopoulos and 
Ruscillo 2002: 216-17. 
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Mg. 3.1. Heracles and Hesione lire arrows and throw rocks at the Ketos ol I roy» as it rides 
inshore on a tsunami wave. Corinthian black-figure column-crater, c.56() liC, Boston Mlv\ 
63.420 = L/MC Hesione 3. ( Boston Ml'A. 



I'ig.3.2. I leracles challenges the Ketos of 'I roy with his bow. Ckmipanian red-figure calyx- 
crater, fragment, c.36()-35() lu:. Munich, Antikensammlungen 8724 = LIMC Hesione 5. 
< Staatliche Antikensammlungen und (Jlyplothek Miinchen. 

I'lioto-. Rcnato Kiihliiig. 
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Campanian red-figure calyx crater preserves the front part of a sinuous ketos 
riding over the waves and confronted by Heracles’ bow (lag. 3.2).*''^ So Hr as the 
literary sources are concerned, Valerius Flaccus is the only text to give us any 
detailed physical description of the ketos. His craggy-backed monster has eyes that 
flash, triple rows of teeth, and a thousand spreading coils that return over the sea it 
has already traversed, all of which terms are thoroughly characteristic ol dra- 
kontes.^^^ Philostratus’ ketos has glaring eyes beneath an overhanging, spiny brow, 
a sharp snout with three rows of teeth, some of which are barbed, others ol which 
project like fangs. Its evidently serpentine body projects from the sea at dillerent 
points, like a series of islands, in classic Loch Ness monster style, and it has a tail 
with which it can throw the sea aloft."* 

Laornedon’s punishments always seem to take the form ol the tight triad ol 
infertility, flood, and ketos, but the tradition articulates the relationships between 
them in different weiys. Hellanicus tells that the ketos itself destroyed both the 
people of Troy and the fruits of the land, 'fhe Lycophronian Alexandra explains 
that it achieved the latter by belching waves of brine over the land. Diodorus has 
the fruits of the land destroyed rather by an infertility or pestilence (loinios) sent 
by Apollo (a metaphorical wave, perhaps, but at any rate a most lamiliar lorm ol 
vengeance for this god), with the people simultaneously devoured by the ketos 
come ashore. Ovid and Valerius Flaccus neaten the process: lor the former the 
floods, for the latter, the infertility, comes first, and the ketos is then sent only to 
devour the sacrificial virgins that must be offered in order to remove the initial 
blight. Apollodorus gives us Apollo’s infertility in combination with Poseidon s 
flood, and this flood carries the ketos onto the land, where it then devours 
people."" I'he earliest of these literary sources gives us a Hood inside a ketos, the 
last a ketos inside a Hood, but this latter articulation is actually already to be found 
in the earliest extant illustration of the Hesione episode, that ol the c.575-55() lu; 
Ck)rinthian column-crater just mentioned (Fig. 3.1). Here the head ol the ketos 
emerges from the midst of a vertical strip of dark paint, pointed at the top and 
inclining forwards. 'This is evidently intended to represent the monster ducking 
forward out of a surging wave of the Hood that Poseidon has sent against I roy, as 
becomes clear when we compare the waves drawn beneath the breast ol the 
Hesione ketos on the Campanian Iragment of c.36()-35() lur' and those drawn 
beneath the head of the ketos on the earliest vase to illustrate the parallel Androm¬ 
eda episode (Fig. 3.4, c.575-550 lu:)."’ 


/J/VK; Hesione 3. 

Valerius Flaccus Ar^ondiilicn 2. 197-303. 

Philostratus Inidiiim’s 12. Coleman 198.^ unpersuasively views Manilius’ description lor a largely 
realistic one ol an actual whale ol the mystoceti class. 

1 lellanicus iXirH 4 h'26b; l.ycophron Alcxdiiilrd 170 -8 tcl. 1 /etzes ad loc.); Diotlorus I. 12 (so loo 
I'irst Vatican Mythographer 2. 34); Ovid Mcldniorphoscs 11. 199 21 3 (seemingly lolloweil by Servius at 
Virgil Acucid 8. 137, though not elsewhere): Valerius Flaccus Ar^oiiiuilicd 2. 4;il ;'*78. 1 he Vatican 
Mylhographers (F'irst 2. 34-3, Second 220) seemingly suggest that plural kctc were sent against the 
city, but perhaj^s they are attempting to convey no more than a jilurality ol Ac/os attacks. 

' lAMC. I lesione 3 (our Fig. 3.2). 

' Discussion at Boardman 1987: 77, 1997: 732, 2002: 36 8, Mayor 2000//, 2000/>: 1 ■•8-62, Papa 
dopoulos and Ruscillo 2002: 219. 'Hie Andromeda vase: I.IMi. Andromed.i i no. 1. (.onvenlional 
wisdom has read the dark strip ol jiainl to indicate that the monster is emerging Irom a cave and being 
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I'ig. 3.3. Heracles disguises himself as the sacrificial Hesione to enter the mouth of the 
Ketos oi' 'I’roy and kill it from within. Red-figure column-crater, c.350-325 ik:. Perugia, 
Museo Nazionale = IJMC Hesione 6. Redrawn by Priko Ogden. 


d’he method Heracles uses to kill the ketos is of some interest. While some 
sources say nothing of it, or have Heracles killing it by an unimaginative combin¬ 
ation of arrows, club, and rocks,"'’ others have him finding a way to get inside the 
monster to kill it from within. And for this two methods are reported. According 
to the first, Heracles hid himself behind a defensive bulwark with a narrow 
entrance into which the ketos had to poke its head to get at him. 'I’he method is 
first explained by Hellanicus, but may well be implied already in the Homeric 
reference to Heracles’ bulwark. Hellanicus proceeds to tell us that Heracles hacked 
his way out through the creature’s flanks."^’ In the second method Heracles rather 
substitutes himself for Hesione as sacrifice, taking over her dress, so that the 
monster gobbles him down of its own accord. This method is first found on a 
fourth-century ik; Etruscan red-figure crater, the name vase of the Hesione 
Painter (l-ig. 3.3). Here a veiled Heracles strides into the gaping mouth of a jag- 


driven back into it by I leradcs and Hesione. But no such lair is referred to or is really compatible with 
the literary sources. One might preferably suggest that the scene of the image is the inside of the 
deiensive bulwark, into which the ketos is peeping through its narrow entrance. But it is a difliculty for 
both these hypotheses that the ketos head appears to float in space, disconnected from any body. With 
a consideration of this sort in mind, Mayor, followed by Boardman, reads the admittedly skeletal- 
looking ketos-hcixd as a fossil skull, and sees the dark strip of paint as representing a rock face from 
which tlie lossil is projecting. She can even identify the fossil as belonging to a giant Miocene giraffe 
(‘Samotherium’). The artist, she holds, is attemjiting to mount a sophisticated palaeontological 
argument, and to exjdain the monstrous fossil skulls he saw around him by associating them from 
the sort of mythical ketos faced by 1 leracles and Hesione. 

So Valerius Maccus Argouauticn 2. 451-578; for the bow cf. LIMC 1 lesione 5 (our h'ig. 3.2). 

Homer lliod 20. 145-8; Hellanicus /•(;>// 4 l'26b. 
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toothed but otherwise rather piscine ketos (only the head is shown) whilst 
unsheathing a sword.It is then alluded to by the Lycophronian Alexandra^ 
where we are told, metaphorically, that the monster draws into its throat a 
scorpion instead of the woodpecker it was expecting. The Alexandra also explains 
that Heracles then destroyed the creature by hacking at its liver, and that when he 
emerged from its belly his hair fell out, dissolved by its digestive juices."^ The latter 
method especially puts us in mind of Menestratus of 'I’hespiae, who substituted 
himself for the boy-sacrihce put out for the local drakon, put on special clothing 
for the encounter, in his case a suit of hooks, and fed himself to the beast, losing 
his life, not just his hair, in the process. It is also strikingly similar to the Orkney 
folk-tale of Assipattle and the Stoor Worm, in which the hero sails into the sea- 
monster’s mouth and down its gullet in a boat, and digs a hole in its liver into 
which he inserts a bucket-load of burning peat, winning the king’s daughter Gem- 
de-Lovely in the process. 


THE KETOS OF ETHIOPIA, SLAIN BY PERSEUS 

^rhe myth of Perseus, Andromeda and the ketos of Ethiopia (Figs. 3.4, 3.5) may be 
summarized as follows, in an account that adheres closely to that of Apollodorus, 
itself almost certainly derived from that of the fifth-century bc Pherecydes. 
Cassiepeia, wife of king Cepheus of Fdhiopia, boasts that her beauty is superior 
to that of the Nereids, whereupon they prevail upon Poseidon to send a flood and 
a ketos against Cepheus’ land. Ammon prophesies that the land will be delivered 
from these attacks if Cepheus’ daughter Andromeda is given to the ketos to eat, 
and Cepheus is accordingly compelled by his own people to give her to the 
monster. She is tied to a rock beside the sea for it, but Perseus, flying overhead 
on his winged sandals after decapitating Medusa, espies her from above and falls 
in love with her. Fie offers to kill the monster for Cepheus, if he will give him 
Andromeda’s hand in marriage. Cepheus agrees. Perseus kills the monster by 
pelting it with rocks, or with his harpe, or by petrifying it with the Gorgon’s head. 
Before he can leave with his bride, Perseus is challenged for her hand by Phineus, 
brother of Cepheus, to whom she has formerly been betrothed. Perseus petrifies 
him. 'The principal players in the tale, Perseus, Andromeda, Cepheus, CLissiepeia, 
and the ketos itself, are eventually catasterized (translated into constellations) by 
the gods.'"'^ 


LIMd I lesione no. 6; cf. l^apacfopoulos and Ruscillo 2(){)2: 218. 

Lycopliron Alexandra 31-6, 470-8, 951-3. 

I'or the text of the folk-tale see Marwick 1974: 139-44 and Simpson 1980: 137-41, willi 
discussion at 78-9. 

Principal texts: Hesiod Catalo^ac of Women 1'133 MW; Pherecydes l'I2 Powler; Herodotus /. 61; 
Sopliocles Andromeda l'126-36 Pearson/7(with arguments); l-uripitles Andromeda M ill :'»6 
rr(d\ Arclielans l*228a TrCI] Aristophanes 'l‘he:imoplioriazni;ae 1009 133; Hellanicus hXirll 4 139; 
Herodorus FGrll 31 hi; [I-ratosthenes] Gataslerismi 1. 13, 16, 17, 36; kycojdiron Alexandra 834 -46 
(with T/.et/.es on 836-9); Nicander Alexipharrnaka 98 -103; l.ivius Androniciis Andromeda (Irag 
ments); \inn'\us Atidromeda (fragments); Aec'ms Andromeda (fragments); Philodemus Greek Antholoiiy 
3. 132; (k)non l-'Grll 26 P'l; Ovid MelaiJtorpiioses -1. 663-3. 268; Strabo (M2-3, 73; Manilius 3. 301 631, 
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I'he earliest evidence for the story of Andromeda and the ketos is the Corinth¬ 
ian black-figure amphora of t'.575-550 nc we mentioned in connection with the 
first Hesione vase, and it is clear from this that the basics of the canonical tale have 
already been established (Fig. 3.4).'^' The labelled figures of the ketos, Perseus, and 
Andromeda run left to right. As on the Hesione vase the ketos, of which we see 
only its massive head, curiously resembling that of a friendly Alsatian, is shown to 
be advancing inland together with the sea, represented by the rudimentary waves 
sketched beneath it. Perseus, his legs astride, launches round rocks at it with both 
hands, one to the fore and one behind, from a pile between his feet, ffe wears 
winged sandals and the kibisis hangs handbag-like from his outstretched arm: the 
episode is, then, from the first a coda to the Medusa story. Andromeda stands 
behind Perseus looking on. Her figure is partly lost, but the awkward arrangement 
of her arms suggests that they are tied.^“ Whilst the attempt to derive the 
Andromeda myth from the Canaanite-Ugaritic myth of Baal, Astarte, and Yam, 
has not been successful,^'^ the potential impact of Near-Eastern iconography upon 
il, specifically in relation to this Corinthian image, deserves attention. A series of 
Neo-Assyrian cylinder-seals (10th- to 7th-century nc) from Nimrud show the god 
Marduk attacking the massive sea-serpent Tiamat. Marduk’s limbs form a similar 
configuration to Perseus' on the Corinthian vase, although he is thrusting a sword 
forward towards the serpent with the hand in front, rather than throwing a stone 
with the hand behind. A helper stands behind him, as Andromeda stands behind 
Perseus. Between the two of them a constellation is represented by a series of dots, 
one ol which hovers just above the god’s rear hand, almost as if il is a stone he is 
about to throw. It seems that the constellation has been misinterpreted (or 
reinterpreted) by the tradition in which the Greek painter works and so has 
been translated into Perseus’ stones. In other representations of the fight between 
Marduk and 'fiamat, we may note, the god uses a sickle against the serpent- 
monster, the weapon that will become very much Perseus’ own. Compelling as 

834 -16; I’oiiiponius Mela 1. 11; Pliny Natural History 5. 69. 6. 182, 9. 11; Josephus Jewish Wars 3. 420; 
Anliphilus Greek Anthology 16. 147; Apolloclorus Bibliotheca 2. 4. 3; l lyginus babiilaeGA, Astrononiica 
2. 9-11,31; Achilles I'atius 3. 6. 3-3. 7. 9; Pausanias 4. 35. 9; Lucian Dialogues in the Sea 14, On the Hall 
(De Donio) 22, 25, How to Write History 1; Philoslratus Imagines 1. 29; scholia on Clernianicus Aratus 
pp. 77-8, 98, 137-9, 173 Breysig; lleliodorus lithiopica 4. 8, 10. 6, 10. 14; Laclanlius Placidus 
Narrationes 4. 19, 5. 1; [Lihanius] Narrationes 35-6; Nonnus Dionysiaca 25. 123-42, 30. 264-77, 31. 
8-25; John Malalas pji. 34-9 Dindorf; John of Antioch F6.18 (bllG iv. p. 544); hirst Vatican Mythog- 
rajdier 1. 72; CJeorge (ledrenus 1. 39-41. Principal iconography; /,//V/C Andromeda i, Perseus. Discus¬ 
sions: Roscher 1884- 1937/;, (dot/. 1877 -1919/;, Wernicke 1894, Kuhnert 1897 1909,(7 Robert 1920-6: 
ii. 222 45, (.aterall 1937, Woodward 1937, Rathmann 1938, l.anglol/. 1951, Brommer 1955, Schauen- 
berg 1960, 198h/, Hel/ner 1963, K. M. Phillips 1968, Burck 1976, Alexiades 1982, Boardman 1987, 
1997, Schelold and Jung 1988, J. !•. M. Dillon 1990, Klimek-Winter 1993, Roccos 1994, Baity 1997, 
Ogden 2008n: 67-99. 

'' LI MG Andromeda i 1. 

Schauenherg I960: 56 disputes that Andromeda’s hands are tied. 

" ’J'hecase is made by honlenrose 1959; 275-306, 390, 467; Morenz 1962, Burkert 1983(i: 211, 1987: 
28, 1992: 85, Schefold 1992: 90. It is founded upon the Astarte Papyrus of the eighteenth or nineteenth 
ilynasly, c. 1550-1200 in;, an hgyptian account of the (xmaanile myth, in which Yam demands the 
sacrifice to himself of Astarte, the goddess of love, who may then serve as a prototype for Andromeda 
(trails, at ANL'I'’’ 17-18, J. A. Wilson). However, the theory depends ujion the untenable premise that 
the Andromeda tale was originally located in Phoenician Jopjxi, whereas it is in fact associated with 
Persia and Idhiojna long before its arrival there: see below. 
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I'ig. 3.4. Perseus delivers a bound Andromeda from the Ketos of lUhiopia, as it rides in on 
the waves. He pelts it with rocks, whist retaining the head of the (lorgon in the kihisis on his 
arm. Corinthian black-ligure amphora, c.575-55() lu;. Berlin, Slaalliche Museen 11652 ^ 
/JMC Andromeda i. 1 = Perseus 187. Redrawn by the author. 

these correspondences are, what is borrowed here is the image-type, not the tale to 
which it corresponds. That said, the association of a constellation—lor all that it is 
misconstrued or, again, reinterpreted, on the Corinthian vase—with a potential 
model for the representation of Andromeda’s story is suggestive, given the 
catasterization lor which the principal characters ol the Perseus-and-Andromeda 
tale are destined.^ 

'The extant literary record lags far behind. We know that the marriage ol 
Perseus and Andromeda at least was mentioned in the 1 lesiodic (Ailaloguc oj 
Women, perhaps roughly contemporary with the vase. It is probable lliat Apolio- 
dorus’ Ethiopian-set summary of the episode derives from that ol Pherecydes 
(c.454 lic), but the earliest texts we know for sure to have mentioned tlie ketos are 
the Andromeda tragedies of Sophocles and Euripides. ' ’ 'The former play probably 
coincided with the flurry of Andromeda scenes on vases ol c.45()-44() lu;, in which 
black-African servants, indicating an Ethiopian setting again, escort an Androm¬ 
eda in oriental dress to her place of sacrifice, or Andromeda hangs bound between 
two posts (Eig. 3.5).'^’ 4’he play ended by looking forward to the catasterization ol 
the principals.'"^ Euripides’ Andromeda of 412 ik: is known principally Irom the 


A fine example is British Museum, AN 89389; illustrations at l-ontenrose 19;')9 lig. 18 (ojiposite 
p. 148), Burkert 1987: 28, 33. Marciuk uses a sickle against Tiamat: Hopkins 1934: 348. 

11 lesiod] Caliilo^uc of Women M 33 MW; Apollodorus liihtiotheea 1. 4. 3; Sophocles Amlromeda 
hl26-36 Pearson/7>(/’/■' (with arguments); lairipides Andronicda I'll ! 36 />(//•; Apollodorus liib 


liotheca 2. 4. 3. 

lAMi] Andromeda i 2-6. Sophocles Andronicda i'128a 7V(;7'speaks the unlortunate woncm 
being hung out’, h'or Sophocles’ Andromeda and its iconography see Petersen 191 606 17, Peaison 

1917 and />•(;/•'ad loc., Howe 1932: 218-27, Schauenherg 1960: 97- 103, 1967h, K. M. Phillips 1968. 
1. !•;. M. Dillon 1990: 206, Klimek-Winter 1993: 23-34, Roccos 1994: 346. Baity 1997. Collard et al. 2004: 


137, 147, (iodard and De Caro 2007: 164-3 (no. 43). 
'' I haatosthenesl (dUasleriami 16 aiul 36. 
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rig. 3.5. Andromeda is pinned out tor the Ketos of Ethiopia between posts in the 
Soplioclean configuration. Perseus, wielding his luirpc, conies to her defence as the ketos 
attacks, (kiinpanian hell-crater, c.375-35() lu;. James Logie Memorial Collection inv. 41/57. 
< James Logie Memorial (killection and the University of Canterbury, Christchurch. 

extended parody of it in Aristoplianes’ Thesmophoriazusae of 411 bc. It too was 
set in Ethiopia. The fragments indicate that it featured an erotically charged 
encounter between I^erseus and the bound Andromeda, with Perseus appealing 
to Eros to help him defeat the monster, since he had inspired him with love for the 
girl.-^^ Some vases from c.4()() bc onwards show Andromeda tied to the rock-arch 
entrance to a cave, and these seem to reflect the Euripidean Andromeda, who also 
had a conversation with the ‘Echo’ that dwelled in the cave behind her.^'^ d’he 
earliest of these, a red-figure crater, is held to illustrate Euripides’ play more 


iMiripitlos14’114-56 TrGI-\ Aristophanes 'riicstiioplioriaziisnc 1009-135. h’or recon¬ 
structions see i:. Miiller 1907, Howe 1952: 253-80, J. I*. M. Dillon 1990: 226-31, Von Bubel 1991, 
Kilniek-Winter 1993: 55-315, Austin anti Olson 2004: pp. Ixii-lxiii, (bollard, C'ropp, and Cilberl 2004: 
133-68, Wright 2005: 121-2. h'or the play’s Idhiopian setting (which some have curiously doubled: 
e.g. Wright 2005: 129) see hi47 7VGF, schol. (lermanicus Araius p. 77 Breysig and Aristophanes 
Ihcsiiioplioriazusdc 1098 (parodying the play); note also Andromeda’s Llhiopian context at lairipides 
Anhclnus h228a lr(ih. Our best synoptic view ol the play and its action may be afforded by the 
eephrasis at Philostratus hiui^incs 1. 29, several details of which seem to correspond tellingly with the 
fiagments. Note also Antiphilus Greek Anthology 16. 147: ‘the competiton set by liros is the ketos'. Pros 
does indeed come to Perseus aid on a fine Apulian toulrophoros-vi\sc of c.350-340 hc, LIMC Perseus 
189 - Ciodart and l)e (.aro 2007: 190-1 no. 52, where he rides the ketos whilst Perseus grapples with it 
from the front (erotes or putti are often fouiul riding kete more generally in decorative scenes, 
alongside the Nereids we have already mentioned: Boardman 1997: 731, 735-6). h'or eroticized 
depictions of the tied Andromeda in Cireek and Roman art, see in particular lAMC Andromeda 
i 22-3, 32, 157, 53, 55, 75, 146a, 152. h'or the (almost sado-masochistic) equivalent in literature, see 
iVlanilius Astronon\ic(i 5. 542-73 (f-514). 

The earliest is I.IMC Andromeda i 8. See Klimek-Winter 1993: 108-18 and Collard, Cropp, and 
(iilherl 2004: 139-40. Conlro, M. Phillips 1968. 





Fights with Kcte, Sea-Serpents 


127 


closely than others. On this Andromeda is bound to a rock, surrounded by 
the figures of Perseus, Cepheus, Aphrodite, Hermes, and a woman who may 
represent either the chorus or Cassiepeia.'fhis play too anticipated the 
catasterizations.'^' 

Ethiopia (which for the ancients stretched into the extreme west, and for 
Euripides had an Atlantic coast)'^“ remained the principal location for the action 
throughout the Classical tradition, whilst Andromeda herself remained resolutely 
white.''' But several variant locations for it were also found: Herodotus placed 
Andromeda in Persia, Perseus thereby (via his son by Andromeda, Perses) leaving 
his name to the land.''' Second in prominence to Fdhiopia was )oppa (Jaffa/'fel 
Aviv) first identified as Andromeda’s home in the Periphis attributed to Scylax, 
composed in the late fourth century iic, perhaps partly on the basis of its name’s 
similarity to that of Ethiopia (Aith-iope, lope). The city avidly embraced the legacy 
and found one, if not two, sets of ketos bones to exhibit.''"’ In the earlier first- 
century lie Philodemus contrived to transfer Andromeda to India. '^' 

We have to wait for the Latin tradition for literary descriptions of the ketos. 
Ennius’ Andromeda belonged to the later third or earlier second century iic. d'he 
fragments tell us that the sea monster ‘was clothed in rugged rock, its scales rough 
with barnacles’. '^ The fullest set of literary indications of the form of Andromeda’s 
ketos is found in Ovid’s description. From this we learn that the ketos is again 
covered in barnacles, that it has a shoulder, which implies a forearm or a 
substantial fore-fm of some sort, and a fish-tail."' Manilius’ description of his 
monster focuses on its massive coils, which cover the entire sea. It is able to propel 
itself high into the air, serpent-like, by rising up on these coils to bring the attack 
to Perseus as he flies across the sky."^ Achilles I’alius describes his painted ketos 


See Klimek VViiUer 1993: 108-18 and (.ollard, (a'opp, and (lilberl 2()()1: 139-10. M. Phillijis 1968 
rather sees the development of the rock-arch iconography as originating in Italian vase painting, hut he 
seems to underestimate the signilicance of Ikiripides’ hcho. 

" [hratosthenes] (Mtasicrisiiii 1. 17 (cf. 1. 13);cf. Myginus/\.s7ru/H)////a/2. 11. Ciermanicus/AruZ/cs- 
pp. 77-8, 98, 137-9, 173 Breysig. 

liuripides Andromeda 1'145 I'rCil'. h'or the western Idhiopians, see 1 lomer ()dys:>cy 1. 23—1, 
PalaephatLis 31; cf. Klimek-Winter 1993: 238. These l-thiopians are appropriately close, therefore, to 
the home of the Gorgons from which Perseus arrives, which, according to some, Irom Hesiod 'I'licoyony 
260-6 onwards, was located in the extreme west, the land of Night, adjacent to tliat of the 1 lesperides. 

*' Por the action’s Idhiopian location see IPratosthenes] Catasterismi 1. 15, Deinias I'Cirll 306 17, 
Strabo (H2-3, Ovid Melamorplioses A. 669, Pliny Natural History 6. 182, Antiphilus at (ircck Antlioloyy 
16. 147, Lucian Dialogues in (he Sea 14, On the Hall 22, Philostratus Imagines 1.29 (noting the paradox 
of Andromeda’s whiteness), 1 leliodorus 4. 8. Por the possibility that Andromeda’s whiteness in the 
context of a black pojnilation was taken to be indicative ol her illegitimacy, see Pairipides Androtneda 
P141 7VGi‘‘ (on which Gollard, Gropp, and Gilbert 2004: 163 are unpersuasive) and 1 leliodorus 4. 8, 
with discussion at Ogden 2008(J: 82-7. 

“ Herodotus 7. 61, 150. 

[Scylax] Periplus 104, Conon IGrH 26 PI, Pomponius Mela 1.11, Pliny Natund History 9. 11. 
Pausanias 2. 10. 2 records that the the skull of a ketos was kept in the sanctuary ol Asclepius in Sicyon. 
Did it derive from a whale or something else? 

Philodemus at Greek Anthology 3. 132; cf Philostratus Iniagines 1. 29. 

Hnnius P4 at Ribbeck' i. pp. 30-2 - Warmington i. pp. 234-61. 

■*“ Ovid Metat)iophoses 4. 706-34. 

Manilius Astronomica 3. 384-3, 393 -7. 
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thus: ‘But the shadow of its body had been painted beneath the salty water, the 
ridges of its scales, the curves of its neck, its crest of spines, the coils of its tail. Us 
jaw was massive and long. It gaped open all the way down to the join of the 
shoulders, and then immediately came its belly.’^’^^ 

I'he ketos' size is variously represented. The t:.575-55() bc Corinthian amphora 
gives us only its head, but this is of a gratifyingly monstrous size, and belongs to an 
animal well capable of devouring the humans before it in a few bites.'’‘ But the 
artists of the imperial period seem to have felt on the one hand that it was 
important to show the ketos in full body, but on the other that it was a rather 
less interesting subject than the erotic encounter between Perseus and Androm¬ 
eda. In consequence, they often represent it as a ridiculously tiny figure, even in 
loreground: it is reduced largely to the role of motif or attribute.'’^ By contrast, 
the authors of the same age go to the other extreme and take advantage of the 
relative freedom of their medium (cf. our observations on literary descriptions of 
the Hydra and 1 yphon above) to describe monsters so vast that they could hardly 
be represented iconographically. Manilius’ ketos is able to cover the entire sea with 
its body, dead or alive, and to vomit spray over the stars themselves. 

Perseus is credited with the deployment of a number of methods to kill the 
ketos. On the c.575-550 bc Corinthian amphora, as we have seen, he merely pelts 
it with rocks. d’his is the method used by Hesione in the earliest image of her 
encounter with her own ketos on the Corinthian column-crater of similar date 
(whilst Heracles shoots arrows).'’*"’ Perseus first deploys his harpe against his ketos 
either on a Caeretan hydria of c.520-510 bc (if it is he, as opposed to Heracles, that 
is portrayed here), ’^’ or otherwise on Italian vases of 35()--34() Bcr’^ and a fragment 
of an Ltruscan vase also of the fourth century bc. This last also represents the 
earliest evidence for Perseus’ deployment of the obvious super-weapon he had to 
hand, the Ciorgon’s head, against the ketos: he threatens the ketos with the harpe in 
his right hand whilst swinging the Gorgon head in his left.^’^ His use of the 
Corgon-head against the ketos is prominent in imperial-period Greek accounts of 
the episode.*’ A third-century ad mosaic from Coimbria shows Perseus facing 
a ketos of the pathetic variety found in imperial art with the Gorgon head in his 
right hand and a spear in his left. The artist uses the opportunity afforded by colour 


Achilles 'I'atius 3. 6-7. 

I.IMC Anclronicda i 1. Compatibly with this, the Lycophronian kelos was large enough for 
Perseus to enter its mouth whole, Alexandra 834-46. 

e.g. lAMC Andromeda i 69, 73, 75, 84, 86, 89, 91. 

Manilius Astrononiica 5. 304-634, 834-46. 

/./yVK; Andromeda i 1. /JMC Hesione 3. 

IAM(. Ketos 26 - Perseus no. 188 - Herakles 2844. Por the C^aeretan hydria see Boardman 1987: 
80, 1997 ad loc., Papadopoulos and Ruscillo 2002: 218. 

/./yV/C Perseus 189-90. 

IAM(, Perseus 192. J. !•,. M. Dillon 1990: 134 is therefore wrong to date the notion that the sea 
monster should have been fossili/.ed only from the 1st century ad. Perseus deploys his harpe against the 
ketos also in the accounts of Ovid Metamorphoses 4. 691-734 and Manilius Astronomiea 5. 834-46. 
Milne s 19:-»6: 301 notion, that Perseus had attacked the kcAos with spears on (lost) 5th-century lu: Attic 
vases is speculative. 

(.onon I (trll 26 M at Photius liihliotheca no. 186 (rationalized), Antij)hilus at Greek Anthology 
16. 147, Achilles latius 3. 6. 3-3. 7. 9, Lucian On the Hall 22, Dialogues in the Sea 14, |Libanius] 
Narrationes 33, at viii p. 33 Porster, Nonnus Dionysiaea 30. 264-77, 31. 8-23. 
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to show us that the fore part of the creature has already been petrified/’^^ I’he 
Lycophronian Alexandra uniquely tells that Perseus killed the creature by wrecking 
its liver, which indicates that he credits him with precisely the same killing method 
he also attributes to Heracles with the ketos of'froy. One wonders how widespread 
this variant was: in his commentary on the text Tzetzes accuses the author of a 
drunken (!) confusion with the Hesione tradition/'^ 

We may readily perceive an affinity between Perseus’ two great serpentine I'oes, 
against both of whom he deploys his harpe. Already in the Theogony tlie Oorgons 
are the children of the archetypal ketos, Ceto (i.e. Keto, simply the word turned 
into a female name). Indeed Pliny ostensibly makes a full identification between 
Andromeda’s ketos and the mother of the Gorgons by giving it this same proper 
name.^’“ Artists strived to combine kete with Gorgons from an early stage. Of three 
sixth-century images we find, in the first, a gorgoneion with a ketos on its 
forehead,^’*^ in the second, a headless Gorgon whose arms consist of a pair of 
kete and, in the third, the upper body of a Gorgon mounted on the neck of a 
ketos.^''^ It is a curiosity that the names of Medusa and Andromeda are both built 
on the same verbal element, nied-, ‘riile’.^’'’ 


SCYLLA, SLAIN BY HERACLES AND 
CHALLENGED BY ODYSSEUS 

Scylla (Pig. 3.6) is never described as a ketos or as a drakon or drakaina; she is 
always defined by her own proper name. But her form, particularly as represented 
in art, where she boasts one or more spiny, serpentine fish-tails, is manifestly that 
of a composite ketos. However, caref ul consideration of her description in Homer 
suggests that she may in origin have been more of a drakon after all. 

Her canonical story may be summarized as follows. She was either horn as a 
serpentine monster from other monsters, or she was initially a fair nymph 
transformed by the maleficent drugs of her love-rival Circe, 'faking up residence 
in a cave on a high crag on the Rhegium side of the Straits of Messina, opposite the 
whirlpool Charybdis on the Sicilian side, she snatched six sailors with each of her 
heads from every boat that sailed by. She was killed by 1 leracles, but restored to 
life by her father Phorcys, with fire, somehow. And so it is that she lived on to 
attack Odysseus and his crew.^'^' 

/JMC; Perseus 194. 

Lycophron Alcxandni 834-42, with 'I’/.et/es ad toe. 

1 lesiod 'I'hco^ony 270-6; Pliny Natural History 3. 69. 

LIMC Kelos^2, 19, 350. 

The parallelism between Perseus’ two monster lights: ct. VVilk 2000: 26 7. lor the j^ossihility that 
the (iorgons could he conceived oi as sea-nymphs, see KrauskopI and Dahlinger 1988: 286. I he 
identity between Andromeda’s ketos and CT'to mother ol the (iorgons is sponsored by Mack 2002. 
588, 601 n. 23. P'or (ieto hersell as a sea monster in art, see Boardman 1987: 78, Papadopoulos aiul 
Ruscillo 2002: 207. 

Cr. Ogden 2008n: 59-60. 

Principal texts: Homer Odyssey 12. 73-126, 234-62 (with I'.ustathius ad loc., esp. on 12. 8:>, 
p. 1714, and with scholl. on 12. 85, 89, 124), Hesiod P262 MW, Stesichorus 1'220 /^V/(»/( .amphelk 
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Mg. 3.6. Scylla. Rccl-figure Boeotian bell-crater, IVaginent, c.430 lu:. Musee clu Louvre CA 
1341 = L/MC Scylla i 69. ( RMN / Herve Lewandowski. 


1 he earliest Scylla narrative, and the liillest, is that of the Odyssey. Frorn her 
cave high in a crag towering over the strait, Scylla, whose default diet is that of the 
dolphins and the ‘dog-fish’ (kynes: sharks?) below, remorselessly seizes six sailors 
from each passing vessel, one with each of her six heads. 4’his fate duly belalls 
Odysseus crew, as he follows Circe’s advice and navigates closer to Scylla’s side so 
as to avoid the total destruction Charybdis offers his vessel. The Homeric narra¬ 
tive is remarkably cinematic at this point: Odysseus turns around from his 
anxious surveillance of Charybdis to see the feet and arms of his crewmen hanging 
in the air as they are hoisted out of his boat by Scylla. There is no indication here 
that Scylla had ever been anything other than the monster she is.^’'" 


Aciisilaus l -^ I-owlcr, Anaxilas Ncottis 1'22 K-A, Palaej4ialus 20, ApoWomus Argoiaulicn 4. 825-31 
(with schoil.), 922-3, Sc-inos I-drU 396 I-22, Lycophron Alcxamini 44-9, 648-51 (with schol. on 45-6), 
Dionysius of Samos FCrJI 15 h’2; Virgil Acneid 3. 420-32. 6. 286, Propertius 4. 4. 39-40. Ovid 
Mctiunorphoscs 13. 898-14. 74, Apollodorus lipitonic 7. 20-1, Heraclitus Dc mcmiibiUbus 2, Hyginus 
Viibulac 125. 14, 151, praef. 39, 199, 'I'hemistius Oniiious 22. 279b-cl, Servius on Virgil 3. 420, Acucid 
Isidore of Seville l-.lyinologics 2. 12. 6, schol. Plato Republic 588c. Princijxd iconography: LIMC Sky\h\ i. 
Discussions: Waser 1894, ]. Schmidt 1913, Shepard 1940: 43-8. 75-8, Boosen 1986: 5-63, Andreae and 
Conticello 1987, Builron-Oliver 1992: 136-53, (iantz 1993: 258, 731-3, Jentel 1997, Andreae 1999. 

I lomer ()dysscy 12. 73-126, 234-62. 'The action is first explicitly located at the straits of Messina 
at Apollonius Argomiulica 4. 825-31; thereafter Lycophron Alexandra 44-9, 64851, with schol. 456 
(specifying the Rhegium side), Virgil Aeneid 3. 420-32. 
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The second major limb of her tradition, which made her a humanoid nymph 
transformed into a monstrous shape by Circe in the context of their rivalry for the 
love of Glaucus, is first attested in the third century bc. Athenaeus tells that a 
poetess of this age, Hedyle of Samos, composed a poem called Scylla in which 
Glaucus was in love with her/'^ The full tale is first preserved at length by Ovid in 
his Metamorphoses of ad 8. According to this the Triton-formed sea-god Glaucus 
falls in love with the fair maiden Scylla, but she scorns his advances. Glaucus turns 
to Circe and implores her to use her love magic to win Scylla for him, but as he 
makes his request Circe herself falls in love with him and resolves to remove her 
rival for Glaucus’ affections with a far different sort of magic. She sprinkles 
deleterious drugs in the inlet bay where Scylla is wont to come and bathe. 
When she has waded in up to her waist, she sees herself transformed into a 
mass of barking dogs and flees back to the land before the remainder ol' her is 
changed too. It is, accordingly, out of revenge towards Circe that Scylla devours 
the crew of Circe’s fiwourite Odysseus. Ovid finishes his tale with the information 
that Scylla was then subject to a further, final transformation, for which he gives 
no context: into a rock, which continues to constitute a hazard for sailors in the 
strait (cf. the ketos of Ethiopia, transformed into a rock by Perseus with the 
Gorgon-head).We cannot doubt that this episode was initially developed as 
an aetiology for the canonical form that had been developed for Scylla in art from 
the mid fifth century bc (Fig. 3.6). I’he scholia to the Alexandra and to Virgil 
know several variant accounts of the transformation episode: Glaucus’ advances 
were spurned by Scylla, so that he asked Circe to transform her; Poseidon’s 
advances were spurned by her, with the result that he transformed her himself; 
Scylla did indeed sleep with Poseidon, whereupon Amphitrite became envious 
and poisoned the waters of a spring in which Scylla washed. 'The last variant seems 
to bring us particularly close to the tradition that Athene turned Medusa’s hair to 
snakes after she slept with Poseidon. 

Our first trace of the third limb to the Scylla tradition comes with the second- 
century BC Alexandra. 3’his alludes to Fleracles killing Scylla, described both as a 
dog and as a bull-slaying lioness, and to her father restoring her to file by burning 
her flesh with torches. 'I’he older scholia to the text and those to Homer, who cite 
the Hellenistic Dionysius of Samos, amplify this. 'They tell that Scylla had 
devoured some of the cattle (hence ‘bull-slaying’) that Heracles was driving alter 
taking them from Geryon, and that he had in turn destroyed her (the tale 
resembles that of Heracles’ encounter with Cacus and, more to the point, that ol 


”” Alhenaous 297b; ct. SH no. 456. 

Ovid Metamorphoses 13. 898-14. 74.1-or the rock see also Sallust apiui Servius on Virgil Actieid 3. 
420. 'I'liis tradition had already been artfully appealed to by Propertius in a poem published soon alter 
16 HC, 4. 4. 39-40; ‘What surprise is it if Scylla raged against her lather’s hair, and her white loins were 
transformed into lierce dogs?’ Propertius knowingly conllates our Scylla with Scylla the daughter ol 
Nisus, who betrayed her city of Megara by cutting a lock of her father’s hair: for the story see Aeschylus 
(Ihoephoroe 613-22, [Virgil] C/V/s, Ovid Metai}iorphoses 8. 6-151, Apollodorus Hihliotheai 3. 15. 8, 
Pausanias 1. 19. 4, 2. 34. 7, 1 lyginus I-'ahulae 198, 242, sclu)l. Puripides Ilippolytus 1200, schol. 
Lycophron Alexandra 650; for the artful confusion between the two Scyllas in other Latin iH)ets, 
sec [Virgil] Ciris 54-91, Virgil licloyues 6. 74 -7, Ovid Ars Amatoria 1. 331 2. Discussion at (ianl/ 
1993:257-8. 

Servius on Virgil lUloyues 6. 74, Aeiieiil 3. 420, I'/.et/.es on l.ycophron Alexandra 45-6. 
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his encounter with Herodotus’ Scythian Fxhidna). But her father, Phorcys, had 
then restored her to Wi'c either by warming her body with torches or actually by 
burning it with them, and so calling back her soul from Hades. Perhaps the odd 
revivification story was developed to resolve the paradox of Scylla being slain by 
the (inevitable) Heracles and yet somehow still being alive to challenge the 
Odysseus of a later generation.'"^ 

Scylla enters the iconographic record only in the mid fifth century bc. From this 
point images of her are copious though relatively conservative, with some very 
fine individual examples. She is a (usually nude) maiden down to the waist. 
I'hereafter she has the long, coiling, serpentine fish-tail of a ketos, or a pair of 
these, or on one late occasion three, often with rows of fins or spines along the top. 
Between one and three dog-heads, often with accompanying sets ot forelegs, 
project in front from roughly the point of the join (compositions including six 
dog-heads, which the Homeric poems might have invited, would have been 
diflicult). In some of the earlier examples of Scylla’s iconography dogs sprout 
IVom her shoulders rather than her midriff. She is often shown brandishing a 
rudder, a trident, a sword (oddly), or a rock.^^ In five fourtli-century bc images 
from southern Italy her two piscine tails end in ketos-hei\ds7^ We may note also 
that a small group of images of Scylla from third-century bc southern Italy 
bestows upon her a pair of wings a la 1’yphon.'"'^ 

But it is clear that the Scylla of the Odyssey has a rather different form, number 
ol heads aside.'"'’ Indeed there is much about Homer’s description to suggest that 
Scylla is closer to a drakori than to a ketos. Let us note first that, although 
overlooking and fishing in the sea, Homer’s Scylla is emphatically land-based, 
dwelling in a cave on a high crag: in this regard she strongly resembles the great 
drakontes Ladon, Python, 3’yphon, the Serpent of Ares, and Lamia-Sybaris 
(Ch. 4).'"’ His physical description of her focuses upon the inordinately long 
necks behind each of her six heads. She sits in her cave so high in its crag that 
an arrow cannot be shot up to it. From there she is able to let her heads down on 


'' l.ycophron Alcxditilra 44 9, 648-31, with sclioll. at 43-6 scliol. I lonier Odyssey 12. 83, incorpor¬ 
ating Dionysius ol Samos I'Orll 13 1-12. 'I'he (^acus and Scytliian h.chidna comparisons: l-ontenrose 
1939: 97. 

/-/M(;skylla i (yassiiii. I'il'th-century ik; examples are nos. 2-3, 8-9, 12-13, 19, 69, 75; amongst 
these the single-tailed variety predominates. Dogs-sprouting-lrom-shoulders type: nos. 1-4, ‘type A’ 
tor lentel 1997: 1 143. 'Three tails: no. 34 (c. ad 139). It is the canonical Scylla of iconography that is 
described hy Virgil Aciicid 3. 420-32: above the waist she is a lair breasted maiden, below it a vast 
pisirix, with dolphin-tails and wolves jutting forth from her belly. It is unclear which of these 
comj^onents Virgil imagines lie is omitting when he refers vaguely to Scylldc bifornies at 6. 286. See 
also 1 hemistius Onitioncs 22. 279b-d and schol. Plato Republic 388c for literary descriptions ol Scylla 
as she is known Irom the iconography. 

lAMO Skylla i 22 ('Tarentine mirror), 30ab, 7()ab (Apulian gourds), with lentel 1997 ad locc. and 
Ustinova 2003: 198 n. 76, both of whom misleadingly, for our jnirposes, describe the heads as those of 
‘dragons’. 

' LIMO Skylla i 73b, 76, 81. It is unclear whether there are any (or ever were any) representations of 
Scylla as a maiden belore her transformation. Two possible examples may be modern forgeries: /,/A4(.’ 
Skylla i 83 4. 

The point is made clearly and incisively by 'Themistius Ouiliones 22. 279b-d. 

'The 1 lellenistic Dionysius of Samos lA irll 13 T12 was to say, intriguingly, that her body was lused 
with the rock ol the cave in which she dwelled. 
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their necks to snatch up sailors from vessels passing below. In this she is explicitly 
compared to a fisherman letting down his line (we are reminded of the huge 
Laestrygones who literally fish Odysseus’ men from the tops of their crags). 
Homer further tells that the part of Scylla that is visible makes up only half her 
length, so we must assume that an equally elongated body lies behind these necks, 
'fhere is no indication of any upright maiden-torso with a seventh head. So far, in 
overall configuration, her body would appear to be strongly anguiform, and it is 
noteworthy that a scholium explicitly compares her form as described in the 
Odyssey to that of the Hydra.^^ Let us recall that the earliest extant images of 
the Hydra, two bronze fibulas of c.7()0 bc, give her precisely six heads, and already 
have her assisted by the crab, which ought to be indicative of a marine context. 
Homer does not tell us that Scylla’s heads are those of dogs. I’he only Ibrmal detail 
we are given of them is that they contain three rows of teeth each, f rom the point 
of view of the subsequent tradition, this would become characteristic of kele or 
drcikontes alike: they are sported, for example, both by the ketos of'froy^^^ and by 
the Serpent of Ares.^’ So far, Homer’s Scylla seems to resemble a drakon primar¬ 
ily, rather than a ketos. I'he impression is further enhanced by Palaephatus’ 
summary of what he takes to be the canonical version of her myth, in which he 
gives her the body of a snake (ophis)y^^ and by Dionysius of Samos’ observation 
that she had the fiery (pyroeideis) eyes characteristic of drakontes (Ch. 6).“^ But 
Homer’s Scylla cannot, after all, have been a pure (if multiple) drakon in lorm, for 
we are also told that she had twelve feet (podes). I'hese are described as adroi, the 
meaning of which adjective remains obscure to us in this context, as it evidently 
was to the ancient scholars who tried to explain it.^ ’ d’he coupling ol twelve legs 
with six heads may indicate that the legs were thought o( as somehow associated 
in pairs with each of her heads. At any rate, the artists seem subsequently to have 
taken their cue from such a supposition. 

Scylla no doubt acquired her dog-heads in the later tradition because Homer 
describes her cry as being only as loud as that of a newborn puppy (skylax). I he 
description is awkwardly inappropriate for such a terrible monster, and ol this the 
poet seems self-consciously aware, but his primary purpose in making the claim is 
to suggest an etymology for her name. In fact, if derived Irom any Clreek word, her 
name would more reasonably be associated with the verb skyllo, which, in its first 
attested usage, in Aeschylus, describes the action ol fish in tearing at dead bodies: 
what better name for a voracious predator that fed itself from the sea?^’ As we 
have seen, from the mid fifth century bc the artists followed the cue they thought 


'' Homer Odyssey 10. 124. 

Schol. Monier Odyssey 12. 89. 

/./MC Hcrakles 2019 -20. 

Valerius I'laccus Aryoiiaiiiiai 2. 497 -303. 

Ovid Met(inior()lioses 3. 34. 

““ Palaepliatus 20. 

Dionysius of Samos l-Xirll 13 1'12. 

Schol. Homer Odyssey 12. 89 offers llie following explanations, some with (unpersuasive) 
etymological justifications: ‘coiling’, ‘spiralling’, ‘octtipus-like’, ‘without kmes and joints’, ‘insuhslan 
tial’, ‘weak’, ‘stiff’, ‘immobile’, ‘of varying lengths’, ‘fore ’, ‘resistless’, ‘cruel’, ‘wild’. See lleuheck and 
Hoekstra 1989 ad loc. and Chantraine 2009 s.v. (unym. Beekes 2010 s.v. >uui)nt ventures ‘unsleejung’ 
(after van Windekens), which is arbitrary, hut would suit a creature akin to a dnikoti (Oh. 6). 

Aeschylus Persians 377. More generally, the term signifies ‘to vex’. (4'. brisk 1960-72 s.v. u<vA(d. 
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they found here in Homer to give Scylla dog-heads, but now in conjunction with 
ketos tails. In due course Scylla could be described as ‘dog’ tout court, as in a 
fragment of the fourth-century comic poet Anaxilas.^^' Perhaps, later again, it was 
the model of Scylla that persuaded the Lycophronian Alexandra to refer twice to 
the pure ketos of'I’roy as a dog.^'" 

Scylla’s genealogy was contentious from an early stage, though all claims made 
about her origin presuppose that she was born in monstrous form from the first.^^ 
In line with the progression we have noted between Scylla’s representation in 
Homer and her first appearances in art, the earlier genealogies seek to relate her to 
a drakon, whereas the later ones build connections to the sea for her, and so 
suggest rather that she is a ketos. Homer mentions a mother only, one Crataeis, a 
name signifying, undiagnostically, ‘Powerful’.But three archaic fragments give 
her anguiforms for mother: Stesichorus assigns the role to Lamia, whilst the 
Hesiodic Great Ehoeae and Acusilaus of Argos (the latter writing supposedly 
before the Persian wars) assign it to Hecate, with the Great Ehoeae identifying 
Phorbas as father and Acusilaus Phorcys. Both these mothers seem to anticipate 
Scylla’s canonical form in the subsequent iconographic tradition. As we have seen. 
Lamia was typically visualized as an anguipede, a maiden above and a serpent 
below, and the same was also true of Hecate. But the latter also, according to the 
earliest extant image of her (c.470 ik:), had additional dog-heads projecting in 
front from approximately the point of the join (Ch. 7): the congruence with the 
canonical Scylla of art is striking.'^^’ Whilst Ascuilaus’ father Phorcys seems to 
bring us back to the sea, we should not forget that for the Iheogony Phorcys and 
Ceto are the ultimate progenitors of the great drakontes.'^^ Hellenistic authors seek 
to make accommodations with the earlier conflicting claims, whilst feeling it 
important to maintain Scylla’s link to the sea. Apollonius accepts from Acusilaus 
that Scylla’s parents were Phorcys and Hecate, but diplomatically resolves the 
conflict with Homer by making Crataeis a byname of Hecate.'^“ I'he antiquarian 
Semus of Delos (c.20() nc) resolved the conflict in a different way. He identified 
(.rataeis as Scylla’s mother, but then made Hecate into Crataeis’ mother in turn, 
with another sea-god, 4‘riton, as her father (and with the cipher-figure Deimos, 


Anaxilas Ncottis 1-22 K-A {apiul AthcMiacus 538a-e) compares a range of Athenian courtesans to 
various mythological monsters. Here Scylla is a ‘dog of the sea’ {-novTid Kmov)\ no doubt she is so 
represented in part because from the time of Homer onwards kyon had also signified ‘shameless 
woman (e.g. Ilicul 6. 353, 336). Scylla is also described here as three-headed. The latter detail is unique 
in literature (though not, as we have seen, iconography); it is perhaps determined by Anaxilas’ 
comparison of Scylla to one Nannion, who has strangled two of her lovers and is on the look-out for 
a third. 

Lycophron Alexandra 31-6, -'170-8. 

""" Cf. (iantz 1993: 731- 2. 

Homer Odyssey 12. 13--1-6; cf. |. Schmidt 1913: 648-30. 

Stesichorus l•220 /W(//(Campbell (he seemingly offered her a father loo, but the text is unfortu¬ 
nately corrupt at the key point: it may have been Poseidon); Hesiod h262 MW; Acusilaus 1’42 howler, 
l or l.amia and her form see C4i. 2. I'he early image of Hecate: h/yV/C; hrinys 7 = I lekate 93; as with 
Scylla, perhaps, the sound of Hecate’s dogs precedes her: hucian Philopseudes 22, 24; see further C4i. 7. 
Schof. 1 lomer ()dyssey 12. 124 tells that (otherwise undefined) inagoi too called Scylla’s mother Hecate; 
what use tnayoi had for Scylla in their lore is unclear. 

Hesiod I'lieoyony 270-}'}>(■). 

Apollonius AryonauUea -1. 823-31, 
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‘I’error’, being given the role of Scylla’s own hither).^*' Apollodorus gives Scylla 
Crataeis for mother and Phorcus (a variant of Phorcys) for father but, a la 
Apollonius, offers a byname for him. The manuscripts’ ‘Trienus’ is thought to 
be a corruption, most probably of‘Triton’, but possibly of‘1 yphon’.‘^ ‘ The latter 
possibility is given credibility by Hyginus, who on three occasions derives Scylla 
from the most famous and established pair of drakon-pvogeniiovSy Typhon and 
Echidna (themselves the children of Phorcys and Ceto).^'^'’ The canonical Scylla 
could also be said to resemble both Typhon and Echidna in form: the former with 
his humanoid upper body, his bottom half of countless drakdn-VdWs, his additional 
animal heads, and his wings; the latter with her beautiful-nymph upper body and 
her anguipede bottom half.'^^’ 


^I’HE DRAKONTES SENT AGAINST LAOCOON 

In contrast to all the other drakontes and kete considered so tar, the drakontes sent 
against Eaocoon and his children (Eig. 3.7) are neither slain nor overwhelmed, but 
they are at least, like the others, marauders against humans. 'They are ol interest 
for several reasons, not the least being the fact that they operate in a pair (like the 
drakontes sent against baby Heracles) and the light they shed on the cult ol Apollo 
'rhymbraeus. But their prime interest lies in the fact that they are shown to behave 
in a most peculiar way, swimming over the sea to attack Laocoon. 'I'his, together 
with other inconsistencies in the Eaocoon tradition, alerts us to the fact that the 
canonical Laocoon tale is the result of a somewhat awkward amalgam ol a 
traditional-style /ce/os-attack narrative with not one but two types ol traditional 
drakdn-mwwxtiwe. Each of these three narrative types can be associated with one ol 
the three deities variously said to lie behind the attack. 

'fhe canonical variants of the Eaocoon mytli may be summarized as follows. 
Eaocoon is 'Proy’s priest of'Thymbraean Apollo, but he is chosen by lot to act as 
the (wanting) priest of Poseidon when the 'frojans finally decide to sacrifice again 
to the god, after the wooden horse deceives them into thinking that the (ireeks 
have abandoned I’roy. Eaocoon warns the 3’rojans that the wooden horse is a 
trick, whereupon a pair oi'drakontes come breasting their way across the sea Irom 
an island off the coast of I’roy, either from Calydnae or Irom 'I’enedos, where tlie 
Greek fleet is hiding. They devour one ol Laocoon’s children, I hymbraeus and 
Antiphas, or both of them, or one of them and Eaocoon himsell, or all thiee 
together. They have been sent either by Apollo or Athene, or possibly Poseidon. 
After eating, they are transformed into humans with the names Porcis (or Porces 
or Porceus, ‘Net-Pisherman’) and Chariboea (‘Gracelul Ox’), or they disappear 
into Apollo’s temple, or they enter Athene’s temple, attach themselves to her 
statue and become one with it, or they disappear into the earth. Aeneas takes 


Senios ol Delos IXirH 396 1'22. 

y\polloclorus lipitonic 7. 20-1; a third possibility is ‘'lyrrlieiuis’, i.e. ‘Italian’, appropriately enough. 
Hyginus hahulac 125. 14, 131, Praef. 199. On a ioiirth occasion, Praef. 39, he gives her completely 
different parents, the (iiant Pallas and the river Styx. 

for the form of Ixhidna, see 1 lesiod 'l'fico^o}iy 293-303. 
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I'ig. 3.7. 'I’he pair oi serpents coils around the statue of Apollo 'rhymbraeus, leaving the 
hall-eaten remains ol Laocoon’s children beneath. Antiope attacks the snakes with an axe. 
Laocoon grieves, Apollo, in person, attends. Lucanian bell-crater, c.43()-425 bc. LIMC 
haokoon 1. ( Antikennuiseum Basel und Sammlung Ludwig inv. Lu 70. 

Pholo: Aiulroas Vocgclin. 


Laocoon s death as a portent of doom for 4’roy, and abandons the city with his 
retinue. 

I he earliest source known to have referred to the tale is the perhaps early 
seventh-century Arctinus in his Ilian Persis. Proclus’ summary of this poem tells 
that as the 'Lrojans were prematurely celebrating the departure of the Greeks two 
(Irakontes appeared and killed Laocoon and one of his two sons, a bad portent that 
persuaded Aeneas and his retinue to slip off to lda.‘^^ I’hree substantial literary 
accounts ol the episode survive from later in the ancient world: those of Virgil, 
Petronius, and Quintus vSmyrnaeus, with Petronius’ being a piece of doggerel 


Principal texts: Arctinus lliou Persis, as sunnnari/ed by I’roclus ahrcstonuitliiir, Bacchylides 1‘9 
SM; Snpliocies Ldocooii M'37()-7 7'K;7'; hexameter fragment by —kdiidros, almost certainly Nicander, 
quoted in a commentary to an unknown tragedy in a Ist-century nc pajiyrus, P.Oxy. 2812 = Adepsota 
1‘721 /rO/-; l-.uphorion 1'7() Powell - 9:S Lightloot; Lycophron Alcxdutird 347; Virgil Aencid 2. 199-231; 
Petronius 89; Pliny Ndturdl llislory 36. 37; Apollod()rus Hfdtome 3. 17; 1 lyginus i'dbuldc 133; nionysius 
ol Halicarnassus 1. 48. 2; (Quintus Smyrnaeus 12. 449-97; Servius on Virgil Aoicid 2. 201; 'rzetzes on 
Lycophron Alcxdddvd 344 7. Principal iconography: lAMC Laokoon. Discussions: Kleinknecht 1944, 
Knox 1930, Simon 1984, 1992, llimmelmann 1991, (ianlz 1993: 646-9. The claim of Mitropi)ulou 
1977: 47 that the dmAo/i pai r are Ih'inyes is without merit. 

Proclus (.IhrcslodidtUid, summary of Arctinus lliou Persis. One of the most variable elements in 
(lie tradition is the question of whom the serj^ents actually did kill: Laocoon himself and one of his sons 
(Arctinus as cited, Tzetzes on Lycophron Alexdudrd 344-7); Laocoon’s two sons (Sophocles Ldoeoou 
1373 /;•(//•, Apollodorus Ppitouie 3. 17, (.Quintus Smyrnaeus 12. 449-97); a single son ol' Laocot^n 
(Nicander p| at Adepsota 1721 'I'riiPy, Laocoon himself and both of his sons (ITiphorion 170 Powell - 93 
Lightloot, Petronius 89, 1 lyginus Pdbulde 133, from the last of whom alone we learn that the sons were 
named Antiphas and Thymbraeus, with the latter name, of course, signifying a connection to Apollo 
I'hymbraeus; d. Kruse 1937/0. 
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contrived for satirical effect; with a cloying excess of pathos, it is told how each 
child tries to light off the serpent attacking his twin as he himself is devoiired.'^^^ 

For all that these serpents swim over the sea, and according to an anonymous 
tragic fragment were even reared in it,*^^^^ they are never described as kete. ^I’he 
Greek sources repeatedly, from Arctinus onwards, describe them as cirakontes.^^^' 
The Latin sources, compatibly, repeatedly apply the equivalent term dracones to 
them,'^^“ whilst the more generic snake-terms angues and serpentes are also 
used.'^^'^ Despite the fame of the baroque avant-la-lettre Vatican Laocoon statue- 
group, with its miniaturized-adult children,the appearances of his story in the 
iconographic record are infrequent: L/MC can list only nine entries, and in all 
cases the serpents, as in the case of the Vatican group (which, it should be noted, is 
partly restored) are emphatically drakontes in form. 'Fhe earliest image is on a 
South Italian bell-crater of c.43()-425 bc, and here the drakontes are of traditional 
type with distinctively long beards (Fig. 3.7).*^^'' On a fragment from another 
South Italian vase, of c.380-370 bc, we can see just one of the drakon heads, 
and it is crested.And the literary descriptions are those of traditional drakontes. 
Virgil and Petronius give them blood-red crests, hery eyes, and black venom. 
This red crest, in conjunction with the way in which Virgil seemingly describes the 
serpents as coiling vertically, Catherine-wheel-like, as they pass over the sea, 
suggests that he has in mind drakontes of precisely similar conliguration to that 
found, rampant, coiling vertically and with striking red crest and beard, on the 
most magnificent vase image to survive of the Serpent ol Ares (I'ig. 1.6). ' When 
Quintus Smyrnaeus describes the two drakontes as ‘of the brood ol lyphon he 
seemingly relates them, directly or indirectly, to the other great marauding 
drakon tes of G reek myth. ‘ 

We shall proceed by looking at the elements ol this narrative complex tliat 
belong to each of the three deities in question, beginning with what might bc 
termed ‘Apollo’s story’. 4’he temple of Apollo Thymbraeus, Strabo tells us, stood 


Virgil Acncid 2. 199-231, Petronius Snlyricott 89, (Quintus Sniyrnaeus 12. l-l? 97. 

Adepsota 1721 TrCil', on the basis ol the oddly reconstructed o topc] nAf 

hpiLKovrac ... 

Arctinus lUou Persis, as suniniarized by Proclus Chrcstoniathiir Adepsota 1721 Apol <> 

dorus lipitonic 5. 17, (Quintus Smyrnaeus 12. 449-97. 

Virgil Acncid 2. 225. Pliny Ndliiml Hislory Mi. 37, Hyginiis IMImhic 133, Servius on Virgil Acncid 
2. 201 (incorporating l-uphorion 170 Powell = 95 Lightldot). 

Atiyiies: Virgil Actieiii 2. 204 iiiuntctisis orhihus angiies; cl. the wordjday at 211, visit cxsiiiigiuAi 
Petronius 89. Serpentes: Virgil Acncid 2. 214, Servius on Vhrgil Acncid 2. 201 (incorpoialing BaLch) 
lides P9 SM.). 

' Pliny Natnwl History 36. 37 tells that the Vatican group graced the palace of the emperor 1 itus. 
and was the work ot’a trio oi Rhodian sculptors, 1 lagesander, Polytlorus, and yXthenodorus. Simon 1981 
accepts that the Vatican group is indeed the genuine item as Pliny asserts. Others consider it to be an 
early-imperial copy ot a mid I lellenistic bronze original, whilst 1 limmelmann 1991 dissociates it horn 
the jiiece discussed by Pliny altogether. Note also the discussions collected in Althaus 1968. koi the 
groLijVs artistic reception in the modern period, see Andreae 1989. 

/.//V/C l.aokoon 1. /.//V/(.'l.aokoon 2. 

Virgil Acncid 2. 206-7 (blood red crests), 210 (fiery eyes: nrdcnlisijnc ocnios snffirli siinginc cl 
igni), 221 (black venom), Petronius 89 (crests, shining eyes). 

IdMd Kadmos i 25. 

(Quintus Smyrnaeus 12.451-2. 
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50 stades from IVoy at the confluence of the rivers Thymbraeus and Scaman- 
der."'^ It is he that is identified as the sender of the snakes according to Apollo- 
dorus and Hyginus, and this notion was probably present and prominent in the 
literary tradition already from the age of our earliest source, Arctinus’ Iliou Persis: 
he describes the killing as a portent Ueras)y which is suggestive of Apollo. 
Euphorion seemingly tells that Laocoon was punished for having defiled a statue 
of this god, whose priest he was, by having sex with his wife Antiope in front of it. 
Bacchylides may already have had the same story, since he had cause to mention 
Laocoon’s wife in connection with the coming of the serpents. Although Quintus 
Smyrnaeus’ serpents are sent by Athene, they disappear, after their work, into a 
sanctuary of Apollo on the 1'rojan acropolis (but obviously this shrine cannot be 
identified with that of'rhymbraean Apollo’s sanctuary on the Trojan plain). At 
the end of the tradition 'f’zetzes knew—interestingly—that the serpents devoured 
the sons of Laocoon actually in the temple of Thymbraean Apollo itself.* 

'I'he earliest iconographic evidence for Laocoon, that of the two vases from 
South Italy, also ties him and his serpent-hUe to Thymbraean Apollo and his 
temple. On the first, the bell-crater of c.430-425 bc, the two long-bearded serpents 
encircle a cult statue of Apollo 4'hymbraeus, at the foot of which rest the 
delightfully dismembered body-parts of a single child. 4’he statue is approached 
by an axe-wielding woman, evidently Lacoon’s wife Antiope, and Laocoon him- 
sell, clutching his head in grief. Behind them Apollo in person, armed with bow, 
watches impassively (Fig. 3.7).*On the second, the fragment of c'.380-37() bc, 
the snakes again entwine the statue of Apollo 'Thymbraeus, one of them munching 
winningly on an arm, whilst two feet await its attention.'*'^ 


Excursus 1: Thymbraean Apollo, a forgotten serpent-god 

1 hymbraean Apollo was indeed a wholly appropriate sender of the serpents, for 
miraculous serpents dwelled in his temple, as is attested by two further traditions, 
those pertaining to the transformation of I lelenus and Cassandra into prophets 
and those pertaining to the death of'Troilus. 

As to the first of these traditions, 'Tzetzes and the Llomeric scholiasts report that 
the twins I lelenus and Cassandra were as babes somehow left overnight in the 
temple of Apollo 'Thymbraeus, whereupon a pair oi'cirafwntes licked out their ears 
and so gave them the gift of prophecy.' '* Let us note at once that, in common with 


Strabo cf. 1 Icsychiiis and Stephanus of Byzantium s.v. fAistathius on Homer Iliad 

3. KM, from whom we learn that in Roman times the river 'I'hymbraeus was lield to have given its name 
to the river ol the new 'I'roy, Rome, tlie 'fiber ('fliymbris). See Kruse 1937r^. 

Apollodorus lipilonic 3. 17; Hyginus Vabulac 135; Arctinus Iliou Persis, as summarized by 
Ihodus (dircslotualUia-, hujihorion I7() Powell - 95 Lightfoot; Bacchylides 1'9 SM; (Quintus Smyrnaeus 
12. 480-2; 1 zetzes on hycophron Alexandra 344-7. We may note also that at Statius 'I'helxud 1. 643 
(.orroebus addresses Delphic Apollo as ‘’I'hymbraean’ after having killed the anguiform Lamia that god 
hatl sent against Argos. 

"■ /./A/C; Laokoon 1. 

“ ’ I-IMC l.aokoon 2; cf (iantz 1993: 648-9. 

' Tzetzes on hycophron Alexandra introduction (partly rationalized); scholl. Homer Iliad 6. 76a 
idrakonles), 7. 44. 
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the Laocoon tale, we find here again both twins and, in Tzetzes’ version at any 
rate, a pair of snakes. The implication is that the friendly snakes in question are 
resident in Thymbraean Apollo’s sanctuary. The extant sources for this particular 
myth are late, to be sure, but the general notion that serpents should be able to 
bestow prophecy upon humans by cleaning out their ears was certainly an old one. 
It was associated with Melampus, who was also under the protection of Apollo, 
from as early as the Hesiodic Great Ehoeae. This tells how Melampus reared tlie 
orphaned children of a drakon, and how in gratitude they licked out his ears and 
similarly bestowed the gift of prophecy upon him. Apollodorus specifies that the 
snakes more particularly gave him the power to understand the language of 
birds.'There are no extant images, sadly, linking Melampus with his snakes 
and his birds, but a case has recently been made that serpent-and-bird groups on 
two vase images of the seer Amphiaraus are intended, inter alia, to remind the 
viewer of the prophetic powers he derived from his grandfather Melampus."^’ 
Pliny aligns the Melampus tradition, quite appropriately, with the lore, productive 
in antiquity and beyond, that told that one could acquire the ability to understand 
the language of birds by devouring certain varieties of snake or certain parts ol' 
snakes."^ Philostratus knew of Arabs that came to understand the twittering ol' 
birds by devouring the hearts or livers drakontes.^^^ We are compellingly close 
in theme here to one of the most famous episodes of Norse-Ciermanic mythology. 
As we learn from Vdlsungasaga and Thidreksaga, when Sigurd/Siegfried had killed 
the dragon Fafnir, he burned his finger on F-afnir’s heart whilst roasting it, and as 
he sucked the burn ingested some of his blood. This instantly conlerred upon him 
the ability to understand birdsong, and the birds at once told him that Rcgin was 
planning to kill him, enabling Sigurd to save his life by striking first. Sigurd 
proceeded to make himself invulnerable by bathing in Fafnir’s blood, and giving 
himself a horny skin (Introduction)."'^ In Grimms’ Fairy 'Fale of 77/c’ White Snake 


Hesiod I’261 M.-W. = schol. Apollonius Rhodiiis 1. 118-21 idrakdii)-, Pliny Ndtunil tlistoiy 10. 
137 ((iraconcs)-, Apollodorus Bibliolhcca 1. 9. 11, Porphyry Abstinence 3. 3. Pustathius on Homer 
Odyssey 11. 292 tells that Melampus was able to understand the speech ol all irrational animals, and in 
particular that he was able to save himself I'rom a collapsing roof when the woodworms told him they 
had eaten a roof-beam through. P'or Melampus in general see lost 1992. Por the general principle ol 
serpents bestowing understanding of the language of animals by washing out human ears, see Porjdiyry 
l)e absiinentia 3. 4. 

LIMC Amjdiiaraos 7 = Sineux 2007 fig. 1 (Corinthian crater, c.370 lu;, lormerly in Berlin, but 
now lost; the image is indistinct in both representations; one must rely on the verbal descrijition ol 
it at Krauskopf 1981: 694), UMC Amphiaraos 37 = Sineux 2007 tig. 3 (Attic black-ligure lekythos, 
c‘.473-430 Hc;; only the birds are visible in the image reproduced by Sineux). Discussion at Sineux 2007; 
40-1,64-3. A bird also overllies Amphiaraus’ chariot in l.IMO Amphiaraos 17 (c.330 -333 nc). l or the 
relationship between Melampus and Amphiaraus see Homer Odyssey 13. 223- 33. 

Pliny Nntnnd History 10. 137 (by eating serpents born ol mixed bird blood). 1 he notion is 
credited to (ps.-)Democritus. 

Philostratus Life of Apollonius 1. 20. 'Hie suggestion that one could eat the liver insteatl ol the 
heart may derive from a partial rationali/.ation baseil ujion that organ’s central role in ancient 
hieroscopy. 

Vdlsnnydsnyn cc. 18-19 (13th cent, ao; for Pnglish trails., Byock 1990: 63 -6), Prose Pildd, 
Skdldskdpdrnidl c. 40 (13lh cent, ad; for Pnglish trails., Byock aiul Poole 2003: 97-8). I'hidrekssdyd 
c. 166 (13th cent, ad; for Pnglish trails., 1 laynies 1988: 107-8); cf. also, tor the kilting and the horny 
skin, but not the birds and the proj>hetic jiower, Nieblnnyenlied slan/as 100, 899-901 (1 3th cent, ad; lor 
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a servant eats a mysterious dead white snake and this imparts to him the ability to 
understand the language of animals. 

'rhe literary record, which begins with Ibycus or possibly with the Cypria, leaves 
us frustratingly under-informed about the second of these traditions, that ot the 
death of Od-oilus. It seems that I’roilus, nominally son of' Priam but actually 
'fhymbraean Apollo’s son by Hecabe, was a beautiful youth with whom Achilles 
fell in love. However, it was divinely decreed that Troy could not fall whilst he 
lived, so Achilles lay in ambush for him at his father 'Phymbraean Apollo’s 
sanctuary as he exercised his horses on the T'rojan plain. He fled tor refuge into 
the sanctuary but Achilles killed him there on the altar. In revenge, Apollo 
designed that Achilles should meet his own death in the same place, and he did 
so when he was himself ambushed in turn in the sanctuary, eis he came there to 
marry Polyxena in secret, and was shot by Paris. Ajax recovered the body, and 
when ^froy was duly taken Polyxena was sacrificed over Achilles’ tomb.*“' Ikit the 
tale was enormously popular in art from c.620 bc, with Troilus typically shown as 
a boy or youth riding his horse.In illustrations of the tale provided by two 
Laconian cups (one now lost) of c.560 bc, Achilles waits to ambush Troilus, spear 
poised, in front of the temple. In both scenes serpents emerge from the temple in 
Achilles’ direction. On one we have a pair of serpents, one of which rears up 
towards Achilles to challenge him, and the other of which slithers between his 
feet.‘“-^ On the other, a fragment by the Rider painter, we just see the head of an 
elaborate serpent slithering between Achilles’ feet; it may or may not once have 


I'liglish trails., 1 latto 1960: 28. 121), Horn Sici^lrial Lny sh \\ r / A\s 1-11 (16lh cent, ad; no known Hnglish 
trails.). 

(irinini 1986 no. 17 - A’l’U 673; many further conijiaranda at hra/cr 1888. 

for the literary sources see Ibycus 282B (aimpbell (scholia to Ibycus), Broclus Cypria arguineiit 
1 1 (suppleniented from Apollodorus lipitonie 3. 33) and 1-25 West, Phrynichus h'13 '/VG/-', Sophocles 
'I'roilus h'h'618-3:3 ’l'rCil\ liuripides Rhesus 307-9 with scholl., Lycophron Alexandra 269, 307-13 
(where, interestingly, the besotted Achilles is liimself described as a drakon), 323, with Tzet/.es ad 
locc. (the fullest and plainest account of the tale), Plautus Bacchides 933-5, Virgil Aeneid 1.474-8, with 
Servius ad loc., Statius Silvae 2. 6. 32-3, Apollodorus lipdonie 3. 32-3 (thought to derive from the 
(lypria, and sonielimes inserted even at the relevant point of the Proclus suniniary), I3io Ghrysosloni 
11.77-8, 91, Dictys Oetensis hCirlI 49 P7a, Philostratus Heroicus 51, John Malalas Cdironiele 109-10, 
schol. 1 lonier Iliad 4. 897, 24. 237, schol. 1-uripides Hecabe 41, schol. lairipides 'I'roades 16, Hustathius 
on 1 loiner Iliad 3. 104, 24. 231, hirst Vatican Mythographer 3. 8. 1. See the convenient reconstruction 
of the myth at (jantz 1993: 397-603.1-uripides seems to refract the ambushes of'l'roilus and of Achilles 
himself in the sanctuary in the Rhesus passage cited, where Hector notes that Odysseus likes to lie in 
ambush near the altar of rhymbraean Apollo. 

' hor the myth in art, see LIMH Achilleus 206-88 (no. 253 of c.620 lu:) and lAMC 'hroilos. 
Discussion at Kossatz-1 )eissman 1997. 

/./A/G Achilleus 261 Pipili 1987: 28 fig. 42 = Villa Giulia 106349. The buildings in these scenes 
are often described by the art historians as ‘fountain houses’, presumably because of the snakes 
associated with them (cf. Pipili 1987: 29; for the association of snakes with fountain-houses elsewhere 
in art, see e.g. I.IMH 1 lerakles 2823 and, for their broader association with water sources in general in 
Greek culture, Gh. 4), but there is no compelling architectural reason for such an identification. 'I’he 
literary sources are at least clear that the killing took place on the altar of the temj^le of Thymbraean 
Aj^ollo: Aj>ollodorus RpHonie 3. 33, Lycophron Alexandra 307- 13 with Tzetzes ad loc., schol. Ibycus at 
Ibycus P282B (kunpbell, schol. 1 lomer Iliad 4. 897, 24. 257. Virgil Aeneid 2. 199-231 and Petronius 89 
have Laocoon aiul sons attacked by the drakonles ‘amid altars’. Note, however, Sophocles rroihis P621 
'l’r(il\ ‘We are going to the flowing waters and the sjn'ings.’ 
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Fig. 3.8. Achilles is challenged by a pair of'serpents at the temple of'Apollo Thymhraeiis, as 
he lies in ambush for 'froilus. Laconian cup, c.56() ik;. Musee du Louvre L669 = LIMC 
Achilleus 237. ( RMN / Llerve Lewandowski. 


had a partner.*"' A third, w^ell-known, Laconian cup of similar date in the Louvre, 
often implausibly associated with C^admus, almost certainly represents the same 
scene; in this a large snake winds around the column of the temple and challenges 
Achilles, and he challenges it back with his spear, whilst a slightly smaller serpent 
climbs up the back wall of the building (Fig. 3.8).*"’ Do these pairs of serpents 
make appeal to the serpent-pair that had cleaned the ears of Ilelenus and 
Cassandra? We may note that birds too proliferate on all three of these vases. It 
is difficult not to take this combination as making appeal to the link between 
serpentine aural cleansing and the prophetic ability to understand birdsong, 
though the extant literary tradition does not, admittedly, connect the prophetic 
abilities of Ilelenus and Cassandra with birdsong as it does in the case of 
Melampus.*"^' 

A pair of serpents licks the twins I lelenus and Cassandra in the temple of 
Apollo 'Lhymbraeus; another pair graces Achilles’ ambush of'Froilus at the temple 


lAMC Achilleus 264 - Ihpili 1987: 28 fig. 43 = DAI Athens negative no. Samos 1600. 

Louvre l‘i669 - LIMC.' Achilleus 257 = (iorgones 167 =- Katlmos ill. Ciantz 1993: 470, 600 opts 
for (Cadmus. Mitropoulou 1977: 205 holds that the figure represents Troilus himself killing a snake 
prior to being killed by Achilles (!) 

A fourth Laconian cup of the same age again, (irahow 1998 K76, horrenvs some of the imagery 
from these scenes. A komast (drunken reveller), cup in hand, dances before a similar temple within 
which a (single) fine, heardetl snake stands rampant. A single bird stands on the roof, whilst two further 
birds stand decoratively beneath the floor line. An elaborate lyre lies on the grouiui behind the komast, 
and appears again between the two decorative hirtls, possibly thereby making aiij^eal to their song. 
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of Apollo Thymbraeiis; another pair devours Laocoon and his twin sons, by some 
accounts in the temple of Apollo 'rhymbraeus. The same pair, are we to think, or 
is it more simply that Apollo Thymbraeiis’ unnumbered serpents like to operate, 
where possible, in pairs, and, indeed, to interact with human pairs? Even it the 
Apollo Thymbraeiis material is confined to the realm of the imagination, it 
nonetheless shows the Greeks cherishing the notion of temple snakes already by 
c.56() Bc (the date of the Troilus images), a century or so before our first evidence 
tor the actual practice of keeping temple snakes, which comes in connection with 
the great temple of Asclepius at k^pidaurus. Since it is unlikely that the practice 
should have developed out of a fantasy, we may conjecture that the practice ot 
keeping temple snakes was already established by this point. And here it may be 
noteworthy that the Epidaurus Asclepieion is thought to have developed out ot the 
healing shrine of an Apollo, Apollo Maleatas, which is first attested c.SOO bc (see 
further Chs. 9-10). 

Of contextual interest is the well-known myth of the prophet Tiresias, found 
first in the fragmentary Hesiodic MeUmipodia, a poem primarily devoted to the 
expoloits of Melampus (did his own snakes feature?). According to this liresias 
was transformed into a woman after striking a pair of copulating snakes with his 
staff; seven years later he was transformed back into a man upon repetition ot the 
action. He was thereby able to resolve the argument between Zeus and Hera as to 
whether men or women enjoyed sex more by telling them that women enjoyed sex 
nine times as much as men. Hera, losing the argument, blinded him in anger, but 
Zeus compensated for this blindness with the gift of prophecy, 'fhe route is an 
indirect one, but once again an encounter with a snake-pair leads eventually to 
prophetic powers. Apollodorus separately tells that l iresias was given the ability 
to understand the speech of birds when Athene washed out his ears (by what 
means?)'"'' 

I'wo passages from Pindar’s Olympians are also of contextual interest. In the 
sixth Olympian of 472 or 468 bc Pindar associates Apollo (not specifically 
designated as lliymbraean in this context) with a further pair of child-tending 
serpents in connection with the future prophet lamus, ‘Healing’. He tells how 
Apollo impregnated the Arcadian Evadne. She gave birth to lamus and exposed 
the child, but Apollo sent a pair of ‘grey-eyed’ drakontes to nurture it with ‘the 
venom of bees’.In the eighth Olympian of 460 bc, Pindar tells that after the wall 
of I'roy had been built by Apollo, Poseidon, and Aeacus, three evidently huge 
drakontes tried to jump up onto it at the part made by Aeacus. 1 \vo fell down and 
died in terror, but the third managed to get up, with a shout. Apollo then 
predicted that Aeacus’ olfspring would take the city at this point (where it was 
the work of a mere mortal) in the first and the fourth generations (i.e. Heracles 


1 losiod Mcldtnfyodia i r275-6 M.-W., Clilarcluis /'Ci’r// 137 I'37, Dicacarcluis 1"37 Wclirli, 
Calliinachus 1:376 IMcifl'cr, Oviil Mclamorphoses 3. 316-38, Apollodorus liihlioiheca 3. 6. 7, llyginus 
I’dhiildc 75, IMilcgon Mirdbilid \ (including a non-Wchrli fragment ofClearchus), Antoninus Liberalis 
Mctdniorplioscs 17, I.actantius iMacidus on Statius 'I'hchdid 2. 93, Mugentius Mitliologide 2. 8, l-'irst 
Vatican Mylliographer 1.6, l-ustathius on 1 lomer Odyssey 10. 492 (p. 1665), schol. 1 lomcr Odyssey 10. 
494, T/etzes on I.ycopliron Atexdudrd 683. Ci. also Porjdiyry Abstinence 3. 3, where it is said that 
Teiresias understood the language ofanimals more generally. Discussion at Krappe 1928, Brisson 1976 
(reproducing all texts), l orhes h iving 1990: 162-70, (lant/. 1993: 528-30. 

Pindar ()lynif)idns 6. 46-7. 
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and the Greeks of the Trojan War). One is tempted to think that these snakes 
hailed from the adjacent temple of Apollo Hiymbraeus, for all that they operate as 
a trio rather than a pair.'“'^ 


Laocoon resumed 

There are two elements of the Laocoon tale that can be aligned only with Apollo 
4’hymbraeus amongst our three gods: the motif of prophecy and the motif of the 
serpent pair. It is likely that in an original tale Laocoon violated the sanctuary over 
which he was priest and was punished, plainly and simply, by the snakes that lived 
in and indeed guarded the temple: why had Apollo needed to bring in additional 
serpents from elsewhere? Already in antiquity this was often forgotten—though 
'fzetzes may preserve a trace of the notion in asserting that Laocoon’s children 
were devoured within the temple of I’hymbraean Apollo—and so the Laocoon 
narrative was pulled into different shapes to rellect, if only partially, other logics. 

We turn now to what may be termed ‘Poseidon’s story’. 4’he impact of an ideal 
Poseidon-centred narrative can be felt in several ways on the Laocoon tradition. 
Servius seems to know of versions ol'the tale in which Poseidon sent the serpents. 
For Euphorion, Virgil, and Petronius, Laocoon was serving as makeshift priest of 
Poseidon at the point at which he was attacked (the latter two make no mention ol 
Apollo): in comparing Laocoon’s screams to those of a bull fleeing from an 
interrupted sacrifice, Virgil seems to tell us that Laocoon has himself become a 
sacrifice to Poseidon, and Petronius proceeds to assert explicitly that he has been 
transformed from priest to sacrifice. Before both, Poseidon may have been the 
focus of Sophocles’ Laocoon, the fragments of which preserve an address to 
Poseidon as ruling over promontories and grey waters Irom high dill's. It would 
have been spectacularly disrespectful and uncollegiate of Apollo to kill a man 
engaged in sacrificing to another and indeed a senior god: the context of the killing 
in itself invites us to accept that Poseidon authorized it. Why should Poseidon 
demand the punishment or sacrifice of Laocoon and his children? Perhaps in 
recompense: as Euphorion tells, Laocoon has been chosen by lot (itself, we may 
note, a sacrificial motif: cf. the tales of the ketos of Troy, the drakon of'l’hespiae 
and Lamia-Sybaris) to be a replacement priest for the god after his last priest had 
been stoned to death by the Trojans. This they had done because Poseidon had 
allowed the Greeks to cross over the sea to 4'roy, and they had deprived the god of 
cult for the subsequent ten years for which the war had endured.' 

In the context of Greek myth the notion of serpents, drakontes, swimming over 
sea is an unexpected one, and it manifestly belongs rather with kete of the sort that 
swim over the sea to devour victims on the shore, as in the cases of those of 
I'roy and Ethiopia.''^' 'fhe case ol the ketos of Troy is peculiarly apposite to that 
of Laocoon’s drakontes: first, the two focal men have remarkably similar and 


l^indar Olympidns 8. 37-46; discussion al Sancassano 1997(/; 111-16. 

'Sophocles Laocoou 1''371 Virgil Acticid 2. 201, with Servius ad loc., incoiporating 

huphorion 17() Powell - 93 hightldot; Petronius Satyricou 89. 

' ” Philoslratus Apollonius 3. 8, however, knows that the marvellous drukontes ol liulia can swim 
out into the Red Sea (i.e. the Indian Ocean); cf. (’T. 4. 
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similarly structured names, Lao-rned-otu Lao-ko-oru signifying respectively ‘Ruler 
of the people’ and ‘Heeder of the people’; secondly, the punishment in both cases 
is directed against the man’s children, Hesione in the former case; thirdly, in both 
cases the serpentine monsters involved cross the sea to attack the plain ol 'IVoy. 
We may note that the two episodes are closely aligned with each other in a first- 
century Ai) (or befdre) commentary on an unidentified tragedy.’Servius, citing 
‘others’, links Laocoon’s fate to Laomedon in a more direct way by explaining that 
there had been no priest of Poseidon at 4’roy since the time of Laomedon’s insult 
to him (long before the commencement of the Trojan war, therefore).‘ The path 
by which the keios-oF'Vroy narrative came to influence an Apollo-centred Laoc- 
oon narrative was no doubt smoothed by the tradition that Apollo and Poseidon 
had collaborated in the building of the wall of Troy.As we have seen, Apollo 
deployed his snakes at that point to create an omen for the two falls of 1 roy. And 
having been defrauded by Laomedon alongside Poseidon, he sent a pestilence 
upon 'I'roy in parallel to Poseidon’s /echos'. Quintus Smyrnaeus’ description of 
the drakontes' home, as a cave beneath a high crag on the islands of Calydnae, 
reminds us strongly of the Odysseys description of the home of the Scylla, who, as 
we have seen, was a creature similarly poised between the identities of ketos and 
drakon .' 

One may well imagine, then, that the canonical Laocoon narrative we possess is 
a melding of an ideal narrative in which Laocoon is punished simply by the 
serpents of I’hymbraean Apollo’s own temple and an ideal narrative in which he is 
punished by a Poseidon-style ketos from the sea. But the canonical narrative is 
subject to further pressures too: we turn to ‘Athene’s story’. An Athene-centred 
narrative also makes its impact upon the Laocoon tradition. Late in that tradition 
Quintus Smyrnaeus explicitly asserts that it was she that sent the serpents against 
Laocoon.Before him Virgil had strongly implied the same in having the 
serpents, once they had finished their work, seek refuge in Athene’s temple at 
the height of the 'I’rojan acropolis and nestle under her feet and under the circle of 
her shield, i.e. those of her cult statue within. This is in part an indirect appeal to 
the fifth-century-style iconography of Laocoon in which the serpent pair are 
shown coiling around the statue of 1’hymbraean Apollo (Fig. 3.7).But it is 
also, surprisingly, an allusion to the famous Parthenos statue with its oikoiiros 
aphis, its ‘temple-guarding’ serpent nestling under the circle of Athene’s shield (if 
that is indeed what it is: see Chs. 7, lO). Virgil seems to imply, therefore, that the 
serpents were turned to stone (bronze, gold and ivory, etc.) and incorporated 
within the goddess’ 4’rojan statue.’-^'^ Quintus agrees to some extent with Virgil in 
bringing the serpents back to a temple after their attack, albeit Apollo’s in his case, 
and this attack too is memorialized in a permanent monument, presumably a pair 

P.Oxy. 2812 - Adepsota 1721 I'rd!-. 

' '' Servius on Virgil Acticid 2. 201. 

' llonier llitul 7. 432-3, 21. 441-57, Ovid Mctdniorplioscs 11. 199-213, 'rzet/.es on I.ycophrtui 
Alcxandni 34, Valerius l-laccus Aryoiuiuliai 2. 491-2, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 3. 9,1 lyginus Vabidac 
89, Servius on Virgil Aaicid 1. 330, 8. 157, hirst Vatican Mythograplier, 2. 34-3. 

‘ ■ I’indar Olyinpidii 8. 37-46. 

'(Quintus Smyrnaeus 12. 449-97. Scylla: 1 lomer Odyssey 12. 73 -126. 

'''' (Quintus Smyrnaeus 12. 447-35, 473-80. 

/./MC Laokoon 1-2. ‘Virgil Acnc/W 2. 199-231. 
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of votive model snakes, though this one seemingly made by human hand. Under 
these circumstances it is hardly meaningful now for Laocoon to have been guilty 
of se\crilege towards Apollo 'rhymbraeus. Virgil offers another explanation of his 
sacrilege, though ostensibly a bogus one: the deceived 4’rojans take the death of 
Laocoon and his two sons to indicate that Laocoon committed sacrilege when he 
hurled a spear into the side of the wooden horse, presumed to be a votive 
offering.Hyginus is emphatic that this is a bogus reason, the conjecture of 
the 'Lrojans ignorant of Laocoon’s defiance of Apollo or at any rate of its 
significance, but for Tzetzes in his commentary on the Alexandra, this explanation 
has become the genuine one.^^‘ 

Virgil may well have transferred the sponsorship of the snakes to Athene for his 
own reasons: he lays emphasis upon her role, as patroness of crafts, in the 
manufacturing of the horse Laocoon attacks. But the roots of her involvement 
may actually be very much older. Key here is an Attic lekythos of c.SOO lu: on 
which we find Ajax the Less raping Cassandra, as he famously did, before the 
palladium-style Trojan cult-statue of Athene. As he assaults (Cassandra, Ajax is 
attacked by a large serpent, identical in configuration to the one featured in the 
blazon of the Athene-statue’s shield.What we probably have here is Athene 
supported by a serpent of the kind that fights alongside her (in addition to the 
aegis she wears) in archaic illustrations of the Gigantomachy (Chs. 2 and 5). But at 
any rate we have Athene, in Troy, punishing, with a serpent, a man who is 
attempting to violate the sanctity of her temple by having sex before her cull 
image: the parallelism with the punishment meted out by Apollo to Laocoon for a 
similar dereliction is clear, and this surely licenses Athene’s entry into the Laocoon 
tradition (and incidentally Quintus Smyrnaeus implies that Laocoon forced his 
wife, just as Ajax did C.assandra). 

Athene’s entry may have been further smoothed by interference from the myth 
of Philoctetes, the soldier abandoned on an island by the Greeks during the 'I’rojan 
War because they could not endure his cries of pain from the snake-bile 
lie had received to the fool. According to the Cypria he received this bite on 
4'enedos, the very starting-point for Laocoon’s drakofites so far as Virgil and 
others are concerned, perhaps in part in tribute to the Philoctetes myth. Apollo- 
dorus tells that he received the bite, on Tenedos, when he was sacrificing to 
Apollo, and a water-snake emerged from underneath the altar to do the deed. 
In Sophocles’ Philoctetes of 409 lu: Philoctetes was rather bitten on the island ol 
Ghryse by the ‘secret, house-guarding snake guardian’ (kryphios oikouron aphis, 
phylax) of the unhidden precinct isekos) of the goddess also called Ghryse. 'The 
variant was older than the play, however, because it already appears on pots ol' 
6.460-450 HC. 'The ‘house-guarding snake’ of a goddess puts us in mind of Athene 
Parthenos again, and scholiastic sources, including 4’zelzes, going somewhat 
further than Sophocles, assert that ‘Ghryse’ was none other than a byname for 
Athene, and that Philoctetes was bitten whilst cleaning olf the buried altar olThat 
goddess. Appian identified C4iryse as a small desert island near Lemnos. One 


‘ Acticiit 2. 199-231. r/ot/cs on l.ycophron311-7. 

‘ /,/MC' I'lechlheus 17 - /\ias 11 -12 (wilh drawing) ^ (irabow 1998 K92 (with nuirky pholograph). 

with Kron 1988 ad loc.; cf. Harrison 1889: 221 -2. 
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could find there: ‘an altar of Philoctetes and a bronze snake {chalkous ophis) and a 
bow and breastplate bound with fillets, a memorial of his sufferings’. The Greek 
leaves it unclear whether the memorial consisted of the breastplate alone or the 
whole assemblage mentioned; in the latter case, we may be reminded of the model 
snakes left behind after the Laocoon episode according to Virgil and Quintus 
Smyrnaeus. I^y the time of Pausanias this island of Chryse had been overwhelmed 
by the sea. 4'zetzes supplies another interesting take on the Chryse tale, to the 
effect that Chryse was a nymph who fell in love with Philoctetes, but that he 
spurned her advances and so she set a snake upon him to bite him. In a version 
preserved by Hyginus (who, as often, appears to be summarizing the plot of a 
tragedy) and the scholia to Sophocles, Philoctetes was bitten by a snake actually on 
Lemnos itself as he was attempting to raise an altar to Heracles on the shore, and 
this snake was sent by Hera in revenge for the fact that Philoctetes had dared build 
the funeral pyre for Heracles. Servius and the First Vatican Mythographer make 
Philoctetes’ snakebite an indirect one: he wounds himself when he accidentally 
drops one of his own Hydra-poisoned arrows, inherited from Heracles at the pyre, 
on his foot.“'^ 'fhe offending snake is variously described, in chronological order, 
as a hydros (water-snake),' a drcikon, an echidna (viper),‘ and a chelydros 
(amphibious snake).I’he second matches the serpents of the Laocoon tradition. 
4’he first and the fourth interestingly, in the light of the Laocoon tradition, suggest 
a snake with a connection to water. I'he third is appropriate to the savage pain of 
Philoctetes’ wound. 

If the contradictions at the heart of the Laocoon myth originated in variant- 
sponsorship by competing political or cultural interest groups, the contexts of this 
are lost to us, thougli we may suspect that Classical-Athenian sell-aggrandisement 
may partly explain Athene’s prominence. But what we do have before us, and can 
document satisfactorily, is a battle between traditional narrative shapes associated 
with the difterent divine personnel. 


Excursus 2: Child and drakon 

(ireek myth pullulates with narratives embracing serpent and child, with one or 
the other often featuring in pairs, and with the attack-protect axis in play. Thus on 
the attack side: 


l^rincipal texts: 1 lonier Iliad 2. 721-3; Proclus Cypria arg. 9; Aeschylus Philoctetes l‘H249-7 7rG7-'; 
Sophocles Philoctetes 263-70, 1326-8 with scholl.; l-uripides Philoctetes h'I787-8()0 TrGP\ Dio Chiysos- 
toiii 32, :39; Apollodorus Ppitoiiie 3. 27; Appian Mithridatic Wars 77; Pausanias 8. 33. 4; 1 lyginus Pabalae 
102; Philostratus Iniapiaes 17; Servius on Virgil Aeneid 3. 402; hirst Vatican Mythographer 1. 39; schol. 
Homer Iliad 2. 722; Hustathius on Homer Iliad 2. 724, I'/.etzes on hycophron Alexandra 911-12. 
Principal iconography: I.IMG Philoktetes (the pots ol c.460-30 lu;: 12-14). Discussions: C. Robert 
1920-6: ii. 1207 -18, (iantz 1993: 389-90, Pipili 1994, H. Miiller 1997. 'I’he detail in Virgil, Petronius, 
and Apollodorus that l.aocoon’s drakontes came from 'I'enedos may well salute the Philoctetes myth, but 
it also constitutes a specific omen, for the (ireek fleet, having withdrawn after leaving the wooden horse, 
was lurking at the island, a metaphorical drakon waiting to cross back to the coast of Troy: Virgil Aeneid 
2. 21, 'I zetzes on l.ycophron Alexandra 344-7. 

' * ' 1 lomer lli(ui 2. 721-3, Apollodorus lipitonie 3. 27, 'I zetzes on l.ycophron Alexandra 911. 

' ’ ’ Sojdiocles Philoctetes 263-70, l-uripides Philoctetes h789b (2) ’PrCih'. 

' 'I zetzes on l.ycophron Alexandra 911. 
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• The twin baby pair Heracles and Iphicles are attacked by a pair oi' drakoiitcs: 
the babies kill the serpents (Ch. 1). 

• The two sons of Laocoon, seemingly twins again, are similarly attacked by a 
pair of drcikorites: the serpents kill the children. 

• 'fhe twin babies Apollo and Artemis are attacked by a single drakCm, Python 
at Delphi: the babies kill the serpent (Ch. 1). 

• Archemorus-Opheltes is attacked by a single dmkCm at Nemea: the serpent 
kills the baby, though it is then in turn killed by others (Ch. 1). 

On the protect side: 

• The twin Dioscuri were often manifest at Sparta as a serpent pair (Ch. 7). 

• Apollo Ihymbraeus’ own serpent pair not only guards but endows the twin- 
baby pair ot Helenus and Cassandra with prophecy when left in his temple. 

• A serpent pair (usually, but sometimes just one) is set by Athene to guard 
Ericthonius in his chest (Ch. 7). Alternatively Ericthonius may, according to 
other understandings of his myth, have transformed himself from baby lo 
serpent to protect himself in his chest (Ch. 7 again). 

• At Ophiteia a serpent protects a baby in its cot trom a wolf attack, though it is 
then killed by the baby’s father who fails to understand what it has done 
(Ch. 4). 

• Sosipolis transforms himself from baby, laid out before an army, into a 
serpent from which the attacking soldiers flee in terror (Ch. 5). 

If there is a common origin (or such myths, or a common meaning or anxiety 
underlying them, these lie deeply buried. 


CONCLUSION 

The history of the great slain drakoiitcs and that of the great kctc of myth are 
indissociable. 44ie two creature-types share a serpentine form and further physical 
characteristics. The stories of the kctc of'Lroy and Ethiopia are strongly congruent 
in structure and theme with those of the drakontes. The stories of Scylla and the 
dru/cdn-pair sent against Laocoon merge drakori and ketos in different ways. Scylla 
encompasses both creature-types in her own form, seemingly gravitating away 
from drakori and towards ketos over time. 4’he drakoii-pTw sent against Laocoon 
combine in their actions the behaviours typical of both drakontes and kete. With 
this chapter we have completed our discrete reviews of the principal drakoii- 
slaying myths. 4’he following three chapters turn to consideration of the broader 
themes that overarch this set of narratives, and in these we will feel fully justilied 
in considering alongside the stories of the drakontes those also of their marine 
cousins. 
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'I'he first three chapters have reviewed the ancient world’s principal drakoiu 
slaying narratives. The next three draw out some of the themes that bind 
them, and will address the more specialized themes of Jra/cdn-masters (and 
mistresses) and the symmetries constructed between weaponries deployed by 
the drakontes and their humanoid opponents in the fight narratives. But first 
this chapter addresses the basics of the drakontes world: their genealogical 
relationships with each other; the patterns in the names they are given; their 
curious beards and crests; their landscapes and habitats, with particular reference 
to their attachments to water-sources and their identifications with them; their 
role as guardians, not least of treasure, and (again) their identification with it; the 
memorialization of their slaying and its foundational significance. The chapter 
concludes with consideration of what might be termed a ‘meta-narrative’ thenie 
that binds the great drakon-shying traditions, the paradoxical one of the ration¬ 
alizing of the drakon out of its own tale. 


DRAKON GENEALOGIES 

I he great slain drakontes of Greek myth are conceptually united not only by the 
term used to describe them and by the structural similarities between the narra¬ 
tives in which they appear, but also by the notion that they were all closely related 
to each other. Already in the I'heogony we are given a genealogy that embraces 
most of the principal drakontes, pure and composite. Hesiod’s phraseology, with a 
number of (perhaps wilfully) vague ‘and she’s picking up after descending lines 
and excursuses have been pursued, leaves it impossible to reconstruct his family 
tree with certainty. According to West’s understanding, the sea-creatures Ceto 
and Phorcys are the first generation and the ultimate ancestors of all. They 
produce, for the second generation, the Graeae (whose indirect serpent affinities 
we have discussed), the (jorgons, Ixhidna, and Ladon. For the third generation 
the C'lorgon Medusa produces (by Poseidon) Pegasus and Chrysaor, whilst the 
anguipede Fxhidna produces Orthus, Gerberus, and Hydra by Typhon (who is not 
here given a parentage of his own). F’or the fourth generation Ghrysaor sires the 
tliree-bodied Geryon (by Callirhoe), whilst the Hydra produces (by sire unknown, 
if there was one) the Chimaera. For the fifth generation Chimaera produces, by 
her uncle Orthus, the Sphinx and the Nemean Lion. The most likely alternative to 
this reconstruction, and the one favoured by the present author, identifies Echidna 
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'I’able 4.1 'l‘he Hesiodic genealogy of the great drakontes 

Ceto = Phorcys 


Gorgons, inc. Medusa [=Poseidon] Graeae Laden [Typhon (1)] = Echidna = (2) Orthus 


Pegasus Chrysaor (= Callirhoe] Orthus Cerberus Hydra Chimaera Sphinx Nemean Lion 

I 

Geryon 

as the mother of the Chimaera (as opposed to the Hydra) and ol'the Sphinx and 
the Nemean Lion (as opposed to the Chimaera), to produce a much Hatter tree in 
which Echidna becomes even more fecund. She is now mother to Orthus, Cer- 
bei'Lis, Hydra by I’yphon, the Chimaera by father unstated (by default we may 
guess 'lyphon again), and then the Sphinx and the Nemean Lion by her own son 
Orthus (see 4’able4.1). West touchingly finds the mother-son incest and llie 
inconstancy of Echidna towards Typhon entailed by this alternative to constitute 
improprieties to which our monsters could not stoop (‘unnecessary and unparal¬ 
leled behaviour’), 'fhe ‘and she’s, problematic and otherwise, at any rate serve to 
highlight the primacy of the female monsters in the generation ol further ones; as 
ever, their fecundity renders them a greater threat than their male counterparts.' 

4'he tradition after Hesiod, which culminates in Apollodorus and Hyginus, 
sought to flatten and simplify the genealogy even beyond this, whilst also 
expanding it, concentrating almost all the monsters together as the immediate 
children of 4’yphon and Fichidna. 'fhus Apollodorus makes 'fyphon and fkhidna 
parents not only to the Nemean Lion, Orthus, the Chimaera, and the Sphinx, but 
also to her Hesiodic brother l.adon, as well as to a creature unmenlioned by 
Hesiod, the Sow of Crommyon." from Hesiod Hyginus’ lyphon and l.chidna 
retain as children Cerberus and Hydra and (probably) the (diimaera and the 
Sphinx too. Then from amongst Ixhidna’s Hesiodic siblings Ladon and (lorgon 
again become their children, as do two monsters unmentioned by Hesiod, the 
Colchis drakon and Scylla.^ In the meantime, the pair had also acquired another 


‘ Hesiod I'hcogotiy 270-336. 'I’he notion that the Splhn.x was tlie child of I'chidna by I yplion (as 
opposed to Orthus) may already be latent at Hesiod Skidd 32-3, where we are told that Zeus travelled 
from d'yphaonion to Phikion (Hesiodic poetry uses the term ‘Phix’ lor the Sphinx, cl. Iheogony 326). 
Lhe problematic ‘and she’s occur at lines 293, 319, and 326, with the latter two being particularly tricky. 
See M. L. West 1966 ad locc., with the stemma at }). 2-11, (iantz 1993: 22, Sancassano I997n; ;vl-7. 
(leneaological lists were not the only ones to unite the great drakontes ol myth: at Seneca Mcilca 691 
70-1, for example, in assembling serpents in order to extract their venom to manulacture the ultimate 
jioison with which she will imbue Cilauce’s robe, Medea summons to her the constellation ol Draco 
itself, alongside Python, the 1 lydra, and the (>olchis serpent. 

■' Apollodorus liibliolhcca 2. 3. 1 ((Ihimaera), 2. 3. 1 (Nemean Lion, but only lyphon named), 2. :•». 
10 (Orthus), 2. 3. 11 (l.adon), 3. 3. 8 (Sphinx), lifnlonw 1. I (Sow). 

' Hyginus Valndac jn'eface, 67. 1. 131. However, in a single comj>lication, it becomes clear at l .d 
that ‘(iorgon’ is not equivalent to but actually the mother ol Medusa. Prior to Hyginus, I'.chuina had 
been made the mother of l.adon by Pherecydes b'16b howler; ol the Sjdhnx by h.uripides PhoenissiU' 
1020 (with schol. ad loc. anti at 1760, where the Sphinx is said to have hatl the tail ol a drakaitia) aiul 
this is a good first attempt. Please coule we make the descending lines align none neatly with the signs 
asare? At bottom night please can we shift “SAphinx” are or two spaces lelt, “Necenl.ion” are or two 
Apollodorus liihliollwca 3. 3. 8; of Scylla by Virgil ('iris 67. 
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monstrous child, according to Acusilaus and Pherecydes, in the form of the eagle 
that devoured Prometheus’ liver. ^ 

It is curious that Typhon’s own genealogy should be external to this bloodline. 
In tact he had more than four mothers or quasi-mothers of his own: Earth (Hesiod 
and his followers),'’ Hera (Homeric Hymn to Apolloy Stesichorus),^’ Tartara, the 
lemale counterpart of I’artarus (Hyginus)^ and, as a foster-mother, the Delphic 
drakaina subsequently known as Delphyne (Homeric Hymn to Apollo).^ Hesiod 
and Hyginus name d’artarus as d'yphon’s father, but, as we have seen, it is integral 
to the Homeric Hymn to Apollo's version of his story that he should have been 
produced by a mother alone without a father: once again, the mothers are always 
more interesting and important where drakontes are concerned.'^ 

It is not surprising that Typhon was often cast, in a general way, as the 
progenitor of all the world’s snakes. A fragment of Acusilaus of Argos tells that 
all biting creatures (its context in a scholium to Nicander’s Theriaca suggests that 
snakes are specifically intended) were derived from the blood of'Pyphon.'^^ For 
Quintus Smyrnaeus the serpent pair sent against Laocoon were of the ‘brood of 
d'yphon’ (genethles / Typhonos): this too probably makes appeal to the general 
notion that all serpents were ultimately descended from lyphon, though it may 
seek to assert that they were, like so many of the other great drakontes of myth, his 
direct offspring.'* Another of the figures in the Hesiodic genealogy could also be 
seen as ultimately responsible for a large number of the world’s snakes. Apollonius 
of Rhodes in both the Argonautica and his lost Foundation of Alexandria told that 
the terrible snakes ol Libya (and perhaps even of the entire world) derived rather 
Irom the drips of blood from Medusa’s decapitated head as Perseus flew over 
the land with it.‘“ 


’ Acusilaus of Argos 1'13 I'owler, Pherecydes V7 howler, lichidna (no mention ol d'yphon) is also 
said to be the mother oi an unnamed ‘double-formed’ son, presumably an anguipede a la Cecrops, at 
Nonnus Dionysiaca 18. 273-7. 

Ivarth as 'I'yphon’s mother: Hesiod 'I'hcogony 821-2, Aeschylus Prometheus Pound 353, Seven 
■■)22-3 (xhoviov Sat'/toi'oc), both with scholl., Nicander iipud Antoninus Liberalis 28, Ovid Metamorph¬ 
oses 5. 357-8 ('I’yphon was sent up from the lowest part of the earth), Manilius 2. 876-80, [Seneca] 
Oetavia 238-9, Lucan 4. 595, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1. 6. 3, Julian Peri basileias 1. 1, Nonnus 
nionysiaca 1. 154-5, 275, 417, 2. 264, 541, 555, 637-43, 34. 183, schol. Plato Phaedrus 230a, schol. 
1 lomer Iliad 2. 793. 

Homeric Hymn (3) to Apollo 300-6, 353-4; Stesichorus 1'239 PMG/Camjibell. But for the 
Homeric Hymn F.arth still enjoys a special role in the conception process: 1 lera makes appeal to 
I'.arth as well as to Heaven and the 'I'itan gods who lived under the Larlh about great 'hartarus. 'hhen, 
she lashes the Ivarth with her hand and ‘Larth that bears life was moved’ (334-42). In the Orphic 
treatment ol the myth preserved at schol. Homer Iliad 2. 793, Larth is rather 'I'yphon’s mother with 
(a'onus as his lather, with I lera as a lacilitator ol the gestation, burying in Iku th two eggs Cronus had 
given her smearetl with his semen. 

I lyginus152. 

” Homeric Hynm (3) to Apollo 300-55. 

^ Hesiod 'I'heogofiy S2 \ -2, Hyginus Vabulae 152; Homeric Hymn (3) to Apollo 300-55. 

Acusilaus of Argos 1‘14 howler (apud schol. Nicander 'Hieriaca 11). 

“ Quintus Smyrnaeus 12. 444-97, esp. 451-23. 

Apollonius Argonautica 4. 1513-17 and b'oundation of Alexandria 1'4 Powell, Lucan 9. 619-839. 
rhe Argonautica and Lucan speak only of the snakes of Africa, but the Poundation fragment ostensibly 
speaks ol the snakes of the whole world. However, the scholium that preserves it (to Nicander 'I'heriaca 
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No formula accounts for all the names attached to the great mythical drakontes 
(Eir less to those in receipt of cult), but three partial patterns emerge. First, and 
most interestingly, the names of male drakontes tend to conform to the pattern: 
syllable + 


Python 

'Fhe name of the (male) Delphic drakon , IIvOcuv (gen. -couoc) is first attested, as it 
seems, in a fragment of Simonides (c.SOO hc),^'^ but its existence is already implied 
by the Homeric Hymn to Apollo's vigorous folk-etymological wordplay between 
forms of TTuOco, ‘rot’ and FlvOdj, ‘Pytho’, the byname of Delphi.'’ Fontenrose 
argued that the Delphic drakainas foster-child d yphon was originally one and 
the same with the Delphic drakon. In this context the name ‘'Fyphon’ was 
metathesized into ‘Python’ out of a desire to assimilate the drakon's name to 
that of HvOdj or to nvOo).^^' 'Fhe difficulty with this etymological contention, as 
with others involving the name-form ‘'Fyphon’, is that it appears to be a relatively 
late, albeit ultimately triumphant, variant of that drakon's name, and its lirst 
extant attestation is surely subsequent to the indirect attestation ot ‘Python’ in 
the Homeric Hymn and indeed may well be subsequent to its first direct attestation 
in Simonides.'^ Watkins contends rather that the name Hvthov is ultimalely 
cognate with that of the Sanskrit sea-serpent Alii Budlmya (d. od/)/c, TrvOinjv), 
the ‘serpent of the abyss’.'^ If he were to be right, then the tradition ol a drakon 
named Python (or something close to that) would have to be truly ancient within 
the Greek tradition, indeed would have to go back all the way into the Indo- 
I'Airopean age. And we would then have to conclude that Delphi took its byname 
of Pytho from the drakon, as opposed to vice versa. 


11), may merely be carrying tlie implication across carelessly I'rom its preceding discussion ol Acusilaus 
I'14 l-ovvler. 

With regret 1 must abandon lor this section my usual practice of relegating (ireek lonl to 
footnotes. 

Simonides h'573 /^V/G7(Campbell, though not in ipsissiind verba. 

Uoiacric Hymn (3) io Apollo 363-74. Perhajxs we should read the llotJicrie llyoia s combination 
of a lirakaina with an emphatic assertion ol the ‘rotting' etymology for Pytho as agonistic in tone and 
pitched against an already well-established story in which Pytho took its name more simply Irom the 
male drakon Python, h’or the ‘rotting’ folk-etymology see also Plutarch Moralia 2941. Pausanias 10. 6. 
3-6, Macrobius 1.17. 30-2, Suda s.v. Jf/V/>oi', liiytaoloyiictini Maynuin s.v. I Apostolius l :x 10 ; tf 
fontenrose 1959; 13, 16, CJhantraine 2009 s.v. llvlho. 

fontenrose 1959: 91-3; cf. Geisau 1963:609-10. 

One might have thought that the Cheeks would have been keen to relate both the names Pytho 
and Python to mn’t/fh-o/iai, ‘enquire, learn’, and related terms, but the connection only ^urlaceN l.tte in 
the tradition, with the 12-century ad lilynioloyicuni Mayauat suggesting a relationship with ;r< vOiOhn 
as a secondary alternative to the nfiO«) (etc.) derivation. 

Watkins 1993: 461 -2, noting that the terms IIvlUm’ and /f/ji'c are brought into close association at 
(7illimachus Hymn 2. 100-1. 
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Typhon 


1’yphon’s name is found in a dizzying array of variants from the Iliad onwards, 
with case-lorms derived or derivable from the nominatives Tv(l)(»€vc and Tvcfdcov, 
these being attested prior to the fifth century, and from TvfjHoc and Tixfdjv, these 
being attested from the fifth century onwards.''^ I’he upsilon of the first syllable is 
short in the earlier trisyllabic nominatives but long in the later disyllabic ones. By 
the end of the fifth century bc I'ufjxhu (gen. Tvcfchvoc) had become the normal 
form of the name in prose and presumably, therefore, common parlance. The 
nominative form I'lxfcov itself is first directly attested in l lerodotus (c.425 bc). Its 
existence may already be implied by the use of the accusative form Tixfdnxi, the 
first datable example of which is to be found in Aeschylus’ Seven of 467 bc, though 
Pindar may have used it before this date. However, it should be borne in mind that 
when Pindar or Aeschylus need a nominative form, they are only found turning to 
Txxjnoc, which is metrically equivalent to Tixfchv. 

Given the chronological distribution of these forms, theories about the deriv¬ 
ation of the name based upon the assumption that the nominative Tixfdw is the 
primary form seem ill-founded. So it is with four contentions: Worms’s that 
I yphon was in origin a wind or ‘typhoon’ god, a meaning first associated with 
the forms Tixlxhv and TvcfHoc in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon;~^^ Watkins’ that the name 


I lie lollowing list records in rough chronological order the forms of l yphon’s name attested 
beldre the end ol the 5th century lu;. It does not include forms found in book fragments (e.g. those of 
the early (neek mythographers, for which see R. L. Ikiwler 2()()() index s.v V’ik/xoi- [ Yuf/xiOc]), because we 
cannot be sure that they preserve their original authors’ orthography. 


(dat.) 

'I'vfjiOHoc (gen.) 
rvfjxioi’ti (acc.) 
7’uf/)o;m (acc.) 
'I'vfjxDfoc (gen.) 

( 7’l»f/»fXOl'(r<|') 

(acc.) 
Tmlxlai-d (acc.) 
Tinlxfxm (nom.) 
'I'lxjxhi'fi face.) 
Tvtfxnc (nom.) 

Tii'lxi) (gen.) 

7pf/»oji’’ ( n) (acc.) 
Tvfxd (gen.) 

Txujx'n (gen.) 

Tii<lxi) (gen.) 
'rinfxtu'a (acc.) 
Tixfxlx ('nom.) 
Tmfxdxxx (gen.) 
7’iK/»f/K (nom.) 
'I'lxlxxt’d (acc.) 
'rvtjxdr (nom.) 
'I\><fxn\’(i( (acc. pill.) 


I lomer Iliad 2. 782 
Homer Iliad 2. 783 
Hesiod 'I'licogony 306 
I lesiod 'riicoyony 821 
I lesiod Thcoyotiy 869 
I lesiod Shield 32 
llonicrie Hymns 3. 306 
llonicrie Hymns 3. 352 
Homeric Hymns 3. 367 
Pindar P93 SM (c.500-446 lu;) 

Pylhians I. 16 (470 hc) 

Sophocles l-l 104 (467-406 lu;) 

Aeschylus Seven 511 (467 hc:) 

Aeschylus Sevexi 517 (467 lu;) 

Aeschylus Suppliants 560 (466/463 lu;) 

Aeschylus Ayamenmon (458 lu:) 656 
Aeschylus Prometheus Hound 354 (after 458 m:'<) 
Aeschylus Prometheus Hound 370 (after 458 iic?) 

Pindar Olympians 4. 7 (452 lu;) 

Pindar Pylhians 8. 16 (446 lu:) 

Herodotus 2. 144 ((.425 lu;; - I lecataeus h’drll \ P30()) 
Herodotus 2. 156 ((-.425 lu;) 
liuripides Heracles 1271-2 (c'.4l6 iic). 


Worms 1953, dismissed by M. h. West 1966: 381, (diantraine 2009 s.v. Tvffxn^vc. 
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is derived from an IE root signifying ‘abyss’ of the shape "^dhuhh-Ji-f^ West’s that 
the name is derived from the Ugaritic god Baal’s byname Sapon, found in 
connection with his cult at Mt. Kasios, where he was held to have overcome 
Litan (Introduction; Ch. 2);““ and Lane L’ox’s that it is derived from the participle 
Tvfojv, Tvfol’Toc, ‘smoking’, ‘burning’ (intrans. or trans.).“'^ It seems much more 
likely that Tvfcov is the form being gravitated towards rather than away from, and 
we have a ready explanation as to why this should be so: the desire to assimilate 
this drakons name to the name-shape of other drakontes, perhaps Python in 
particular. But one may at least concede to Lane Fox that the verb rvfo), which fits 
d'yphon’s nature and condition in both life and death so perfectly, may well also 
have exercised a pull on the developing shape of the name. 


Ladon 


The only significant attestation of AfibcDv as the name of the Serpent ol the 
Llesperides is found in a single line of Apollonius’ Argonauticaf^ A scholium to 
the line preserves the accusative form Ad^owa, which confirms that the name’s 
declension-style is exactly comparable to those ol IIvOow and Tv<l)d)v. And this is 
further confirmed by the fact that the same name, with the same declension-slyle, 
is otherwise found rather more commonly attached to an Arcadian river."’ 


Glycon 

Alexander of Abonouteichos’ ‘New Asclepius’ drakon (Ch. 9) had a name with a 
similar shape too: rXvKiov i-covoc)}^" llie serpent’s name is not attested in a 
metrical context, so we cannot be completely sure that the upsilon ol the first 
syllable was short (in contrast to the first syllables ol the three names discussed 
above). Mowever, the upsilon of the yXvK-, ‘sweet’, root, upon which the name was 
based, is otherwise always short, and indeed the lorm yXvKon' (-ovoc) itsell was in 


Watkins 1993; 460-3. l-or Watkins ‘'I'yplion’ derives, like ‘Oytlion’, iVoin an Iiulo l-uropean root 
signifying ‘abyss’. Indeed he holds that the two roots in question, inetathetically related to each othei 
already in Indo-Iuiropean, '*hhii(lh-ii- (lorpy///-) and '^ilhuhh-n (tor lyph ) were elleetively doublets. 

M. L. West 1997: 303. West acknowledges the difliculty that the name Sapon seems to conlorm 
better (though still poorly) with the later attested lorm ot Typhon’s name. But his notion depends too 
on the further difficult hypothesis that Sapon was in origin the name of the monster Ba al lought and 
confined under his mountain, which was then transferred to the victorious god himself as an epithet. 

Lane box 2008; 314 (also dismissing the West theory). But if this were indeed the origin 
of the name, why would the participial-style declension in -or, -orroc have been substituted with 
one in -ojis 

Apollonius Aiyoniiutiai 4. 1396. The name is only found otherwise in connection with the 
Serpent of the llesperides al Brobus on Virgil (koryics 1. 203 and 244. 

Hesiod 'I'hcoyony 344, Antimachus 1'34 Wyss, (killimachus tiyniii to Zeus 18, (.learebus Wehili 
1-404, Falaephalus 49, luatosthenes 1-6 Powell, Lycophron Alcxiuuha 1041, Posidonius VC,r\\ 87 f33. 
Strabo COO, 389, Apollodorus liihliothccu 2. 81, Dio Chrysostom Omtuuis 33. 23. Cf. (ianschnow 1992. 

'I'he nominative and vocative forms are found at hucian Alexander 18, 39, 40, 13, the genitive 
form at 38, 43, 33, 38, and the genitive is also found at KtRoni iv. 1498 lines 8 9 (Milelos, the son ol the 
f^aphlagonian (ilycon). The name is found only in the nominative on the (ilycon coins. 
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existence long before Alexander: Aristophanes uses it for an endearing but 
patronizing address, ‘sweet one’ or ‘you dear silly creature’, whilst Hephaestion 
records the doubtless fictitious tradition that the glyconic metre was invented by 
one Glycon.“'' 


Drakon 

It will not have escaped notice that the nominative forms of the above four names 
resemble in their structure the term SpaKcou itself, although they do not share the 
remainder of its declension-style (gen. ^pctKovroc). It is likely that Apaxcov some¬ 
times served as the proper name for some individual drakontes, along the lines of 
‘Hydra’ and ‘Echidna’, of which more anon, rather than as a mere tool of descrip¬ 
tion for them. A scholium to Apollonius cites Pherecydes on Ladon. According 
to some manuscripts of the scholium, efvXaccer aura ^paKcov 6 Tvfdwoc Kal 
’A’xtSi^r/c. It is difficult to avoid construing hp(u<ojv as a proper name here: ‘there 
guarded them [sc. the golden apples] Drakon, the son of'fyphon and Echidna’. 
'fhe serpent-slaying narratives’ descriptive term ^paKow repeatedly becomes the 
proper name Drakon in the work of the rationalizing mythographers, where, 
however, it ceases to signify an actual sepent, as we shall see below. This rational¬ 
izing glide may have been encouraged if it was felt that Drakon already served, on 
occasion, as a proper name for drakontes. 


Drakainai 

Secondly, the names of female drakontes tend to be descriptive of their constituent 
snakes or of the other creatures from which they are compounded, or to salute a 
toponym. Hydra is plainly and simply ‘Water-snake’, Echidna ‘Viper’, and Chi- 
maera ‘Goat’, 'fhe name Aegis is derived from another term for ‘goat’ (alf, aiyoc), 
though not directly equivalent to it. Scylla’s name, as we have seen, probably did 
not originate in the term for ‘puppy’, c/<vAa^, but it remains significant that the 
Odyssey should already be proposing this folk etymology for it. Lamia, as we have 
seen, was effectively a generic name for a monster type (probably derived from 
laniashtii), and the same could be contended for Gorgo(n).“^ 

As for names saluting toponyms, with Gallimachus we find the arrival of the 
name Delphyne in the tradition (together with a male derivative Delphynes) for 
the Delphic serpent.This should probably be explained in part as a back- 
lormation from the name of Delphi itself, perhaps on the perceived model of 


Aristophanes licclcsinzusuc 9S3 (tlie winning translations are LSI’s); 1 lepliaestion linchcividiou 
p. 32; el. l-'risk 1960 72, (2iantraine 2009 s.v. yXxiKvr. 

Flierecycles 16b i•owler, (ipmJ seliol. Apollonius Argoiuiutica 4. 1396. 'I'he other MSS read /L/jk 
instead ol hpnK(n\\ hut the same considerations apply: ‘Ophis, the son oLl yphon ... ’ 

“ The names oi the individual Ciorgons, however, are unremarkable in significance: Medusa, 
Ruler; Stheno, ‘Strength’; Luryale, ‘Wide-leaper’ (after the kneeling-running pose of early full-ligure 
(iorgons). 

(Callimachus 1'643 Pleiiler. 
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Python and Pytho. But to justify the presence of the upsilon in the stem-extension 
here we must look to the influence of another variant of the name preserved by 
Hesychius, ‘Delphys’, which he glosses ‘Womb, and the drakon in Delphi’.'' 
‘Womb’ certainly makes a good name for a female serpent that carries the ultimate 
threat of producing a vast brood of her kind, and the Homeric Hytrin to Apollo 
makes the Delphic drakaina foster-mother to one other terrible serpent at any 
rate, have seen.‘^“ Antoninus Liberalis, our unique source for 

Lamia-Sybaris, leaves us with the strong impression that the name Sybaris 
is a back-formation from the names of the spring and the city that were sup¬ 
posedly named for her.'^'^ 


BEARDS AND CRESTS 

One of the most striking and puzzling recurring features of the representation ol 
serpents (pure or composite) in Greek art is the fact that they are often given 
beards and crests. It will be helpful, if we are to understand their significance, to 
begin with an overview of their occurrence in the iconographic record, albeit one 
that must remain tentative and provisional. No corpus of bearded- or crested- 
serpent images has been assembled (it would be an immense task indeed), nor do 
the image catalogues upon which we perforce depend note the presence of beards 
or crests systematically. In the case of beards on pots it can, in any case, be difficult 
to decide whether a vestigial line descending from a serpent’s head represents a 
gaping lower jaw, a lolling tongue, or a beard. 'The haste of the artist, flaking paint, 
and the fuzzy, monochrome murk beloved of the standard catalogues all conspire 
against us. 

Serpents first began to acquire beards in the seventh century lu;, but it remains 
unclear precisely when. One of the earliest images of the Ciorgons in lull body is 
found on a proto-Attic amphora of Ideusis of c.67() lu:. Some of the serpents that 
project from the cauldron-like heads of these wasp-bodied creatures seemingly 
sport vestigial beards. However, it is a further complication that the heads 
themselves of the serpents in question appear to have been assimilated to lions: 
do the beards, if such they are, belong to the projections qua snakes or qua lions? 
We are on firmer ground with a fragment of c.625 ik:, where a large serpent with a 
small but clear beard rears up between the heads of two grazing horses. ' ’ Another 
early example may be found on a Corinthian alabastron of the last quarter of the 
seventh century. This carries the badly preserved image of a gigantic rampant 
serpent swallowing (or disgorging) a man backwards, most probably )ason. 
A projection beneath the serpent’s chin may or may not represent a beard. 


1 Icsychius s.v. JeXffwc. The nu in the stem-extension is justiliable with relerenee to llie iuljeetival 
form J€/V/>M’(()c. 

lloificric Hymn (3) to Apollo 300-33. 

Antoninus Liberalis Metamorphoses 8 (based on the Heteroioimiena of Nieaiuler). 

' * MMH l^Mseus 151 = Clrabow 1998 K2. 

(irabow 1998 K12. /./A/C lason 30. 
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But it was the early sixth century that witnessed the great explosion in the 
attaching of beards to serpents, and this was to persist into the fourth century. As 
for the great drakontcs of myth, the Gorgons’ snakes (if the wasp-bodied Gorgons 
are disqualified) can carry beards from at least c.59() the Chimaera’s serpent- 
tail from the earlier sixth century;'^ lyphon’s snakes,the anonymous serpents 
killed by Meracles, ^'^ and the serpents of/Xpollo I’hymbraeus, “ all from c.SbO ik: 
(whilst those specifically sent against Laocoon are found bearded from 430-425 
lic: Fig. 3.7);'*“ the snakes of Athena’s aegis from c.56() hc; Gerberus’ snakes from 
560-550 ik:; ‘ ‘ Ladon from 550-500 the Hydra from the mid sixth century 
the serpents of Medea’s chariot from c.530 ncf' the serpent Athena launches 
against Ajax the l.ess from 500-480 the Golchis drakon (if the alabastron is 
to be disqualihed) from 480-470 the serpents of I'riptolemus’ chariot from 
C.470 the serpents carried by Erinyes IVom 460-450 bc;-’’ the serpents carried 
by a maenad (closely similar to an Erinys in configuration) from c.450 bc:;''“ 
the Serpent of Ares, probably, from f.450 bc;"'^ Python from the earlier fourth 
century bc. ’ * 

As for the benign serpent gods that came to prominence in the fifth century bc: 
and to flourish in the fourth (Ghs. 8 and 9), Zeus Meilichios often sports a beard in 


IJMC, (jorgo, Ciorgoncs 289 (the serpents on the belt ofllie (^orfu-pediinent (loigon, t'.59() lu:), 
315 (large separate serpent accompanying a running Gorgon, 575 -550 lu;), Grabow 1998 K171 (570- 
r>60 itc), /,/yV/(. (lorgt), Gorgones 293 (- Perseus 113; Medusa’s bell snakes and bead snakes, 550-540 
lu;), 46 (550-525 lu;), 67b (c.500 lu;), 247 (running (iorgon clutching separate bearded snake, c.480 hc). 

LIMC Ghimaira (in Idruria) 37a (600-550 lu;), Cirabow 1998 K207a (580-570 nc), /,/yV/C 
Chimaira 3 (c.550 lu;), 25 (c.550-525 lu;), 87 (c.550-525 ac), Pegasos 200 (550 lu;), 209 (550-540 
ac), Ghimaira (in l-lruria) 35 (530-510 lu;), 36 (late 6th cent, ac), 39 (c.5()0 ac). Note also Pipili 1987; 
18-21, nos. 57-8 and ligs. 29-30. 

/./yV/G'l'yphon 23 - Pipili 1987 no. 193 and fig. 102 = Grabow 1998 1<185 (560-550 ac). 

/./MC llerakles 2822 (560-550 ac), 2829 (c.450 ac;). 

" Pipili 1987 no. 85 and fig. 43 = Grabow 1998 K73 (c.560 i$c), no. 141 and lig. 77 = (Irabow 1998 
K75 (550 -540 ac;). 

lAMil l.aokoon 1 (430-425 ac;). 

(irabow 1998 K143 (560), K145 (snakes on shield and aegis alike 550 ac;). 

Pipili 1987:5-6 no. 12 and fig. 8 (the snake-tail at any rate seems to be bearded 560-550 ac:), 
I.IMC l lerakles 2595 (520-510 ac;), 2603 (c.500 ac;). 

Grabow 1998 K86 (550-500 ac;), IIMC llerakles 2692 (c.500 ac:), l.adon i 1 (480-470 ac;), 
1 lerakles 2701 (= 1 lesperides 7; 470-60 ac;), llerakles (Dodekathlos) 1702 (early 5lh cent, lu;), Ladon i 
12 (450-130 ac;), 2 (380 -360 ac;), 1 lesperides 29 (380-360 ac;), 1 Herakles (Dodekathlos) 742 (?; 
mosaic, 3rd cent. ad). 

llMt: llerakles, 1991 (c.600-595 ac;), 2007 (c.550 ac;), 2012 (550-525 ac), 2013 (540-520 ac:), 
2033 (530-510 ac;), 2016 (520-510 ac), 2003 (500-490 ac;), 2015 (500-490 ac;), 2038 (470 ac;), 
llerakles (Dodekathlos) 1702 (early 5th cent. ac;). 

*' I.lMt. Medeia 3 - Cnabow 1998 K24 (53() lu;); the reasons for associating tlie serpents framing 
Medea’s named head with her chariot are discussed in tlie following chapter. 

I.IMC I'rechtheus 47 ^ Aias ii 42 (with drawing) = (irabow 1998 K92 (500-480 ac;). 

I.IMC lason 32 (the Duris cup; 480-470 ac;), 36 (470-160 ac;), 37 (c.415 ac), 38 (c.360 ac:). 

/./yV/(;'I'riptolemos 91 (470 ac;), 41 (1 st cent. ad). 

■' I.IMC hirinys 1 Grabow 1998 K110 (460-150 ac;). 

I.IMC. Maenades 27 (450 ac;), 36 (^- I.IMC Dionysus 311; 500- 480 ac:). 

1 lesperie 1 (if this does indeed represent (kulmus with the 'Theban serpent; •160-450 ac;), 
1 larmonia l(c.440 ac ), Kadmos i 18 ('(; 420-410 ac;), 20 (420-400 ac:), 1 larmonia 4 (late 4th cent. ad). 

/./yV/(.'Apollon 995 (400 3;50 ac;). 
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his Attic reliefs/'-’ as does the Agathos Dainion serpent from the time of his rise to 
prominence in the early third century ik: onwards/’^’ 'fhese were gods of wealth 
and good luck. While the serpent-avatars of the healing gods Asclepius and 
Hygieia seldom seem to wear beards in iconography (as opposed to literature), 
that of Amphiaraus may do so in the celebrated Archinus reliel ol the early fourth 
century and in the second century ad the ‘New Asclepius’ Glycon certainly 
does so, complementing his long, Pythagorean hair.’^ 

Bearded serpents are found in other iconographic contexts too, particularly in 
the sixth century again. On pots they are otten found in the company ol eagles or 
other birds, where they are suggestive of omens and prophecies, Irom c.59() 

Prom C.570 ac they can be found lurking in temples, like the serpents ot Apollo 
I'hymbraeus, again often in the company of birds.^’^^ Prom c.550 ac; they are lound 
in association with heroes’ tombs (cf. Ch. 7).^’' Prom c.54() ac bearded serpents 
can accompany humanoid heroes on their rebels, as in the celebrated (Jnysapha 
relief of that date.^’“ And a bearded snake can be tound amongst Phetis’ animal 
transformations, from c.520 ac.^’-^ 

Kete too, the marine cousins of the drakontes^ can sometimes sport beards. 
4’hese again are not always easy to identify, since kete olten have heads that are 
generally shaggy anyway, but clear examples ol beards are lound worn by the 
Ketos of Ethiopia at any rate from the fourth century ac:.^’ ’ 

d’he serpent-crest appears in iconography only in the course ol the fourth 
century ac and is found almost exclusively in combination with a beard, 
which it balances.^’-’ So it is with the serpents that draw Medea’s chariot, 


Milropoulou 1977; 112 no 1 (fig. ^18a). 113 -16 no. 6 dig. 19), 117-18 no. 8 (tig. 31), 119-20 no. 10 
(tig. 32), 119-20 no. 11 (tig. 33), 123-6 no. 17 (tig. 36; perhaps the earliest, being dated to the earlier Ith 
cent, ik;), 142-3 no. 33a (tig. 67). 

lAMCl Agathodaiinon 3 (Hellenistic), Mitrojiouloii 1977: 163 no. 9 (tig. 81) (late Hellenistic), 
lAMC Agathodaiinon 7, 8 (Pompeii), l.ar. Lares 39, 63, 67 (Pompeii), Agathodaiinon 13, 17. 20, 29 
(imperial). 

'' lAMC Amphiarat)s 63 (400-330 ik;). 

Coin at Petsalis Diomidis 2010: 32 tig. ii (age of Antoninus Pins). 

Cratx)w 1998 K38 (390 ik;) offers an eagle with a bearded snake in its mouth, saluting the lamous 
omen at Homer Iliad 12. 200-7, 220 (cf. Aristophanes Knights 197-210, Plato Ion 339c). I'.agles and 
bearded snakes also at Pipili 1987: no. 131 and tig. 70 (c.370 ik;), Crabow 1998 K70 (c.;'>60 ik.). L49 
(30()-49() ik;). Hagles and other birds at Crabow 1998 K38 (Amphiaraus; 370 -60 ik;). 

Note in particular Crabow 1998 K76 = Pipili 1987 no. 208 and tig. 107 (370 60 ik;), on which a 
primitive komast dances before a temple within which coils a bearded snake, K91 (:'>20 i-^OO ik.) and 
K94 (bearded snake before an altar in a temple; 480 -470 ik;). 

Ch-abow 1998 K29 (c.330 ik;), K96b (330- 323 ik;). 

Staatliches Museum, Berlin 731 = Mitropoulou 1977: 83 no. 9; illustration at Schouten 1967. 
34 tig. 9. , 

Crabow 1998 K148 (320-510 ik;), K149 (300-475 ik;). Other noteworthy beards trom Cnabow s 
collection: K62 (a fragment declaring itself painted by Sophilos; 390-380 ik;), K68 Pipili no. 89 and 
tig. 47 (a bearded snake bites the Cyclops in the torehead as Odysseus’ men drive the stake into his eye, 
seemingly as a metaphor tor the burning pain; 370-360 ik;), K138 (a Delphic protome, ;■»:•)() .>00 ik ), 
K13() (a shield bla/on, c.300 ik;). 

lAMd Perseus 192 (Ltruscan; 4th cent, ik;), Andromeda i 38 (possibly alst) with crest; PomjX'ii), 
(4th cent. ad). Lor beards on other kctc, see e.g. IAM(! Ketos 39 {2nd-1st cent, ik ), 34 (2iul cent. ad). 

One of the crudely drawn serpents on Crabow 1998 K106 (373-330 ik;) might initially a|>pear to 
sport both beard and crest with its cross-shaped head. But probably the three projections are intended 
to represent upper jaw, lower jaw, and beard respectively. 
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from c.4()0 the serpents of Apollo Thymbraeus sent against Laocoon from 
380-370 the Serpent of Ares from 360-350 Ladon from e.350 the 
Serpent of Nemea from c.350 bc;^^^ Giants from 350-325 bc;'"* the Chimaera’s tail 
from perhaps the mid fourth century b(:;^“ and the Colchis drakon from perhaps 
the mid fourth century/'^ I’he only image I am aware of in which a serpent is 
found crested but unbearded is one of Ladon of c.350 bc/"^ 

Literary references to serpent beards, from which we might have hoped to 
derive a sense of their meaning, are few and only emerge after their great age in the 
iconography is past. I’he early third-century bc Posidippus of Pella composed an 
epigram on a stone that supposedly originated in the head of a well-bearded 
(eiipogon) drakon. 'Lhe c.2()() bc Nicander’s description of the drakon reared by 
Paeon (Asclepius) on Pelion gives it a yellow icholoibaphos) beard. In his On 
Veiiomous Creatures and the Antidotes to 'I'liern the second-century ad Philume- 
nus presents the drakon as an actual snake species prolific in Ethiopia and Lycia; 
‘under their chin they have a certain ont-growth, which they call a beard’. In the 
third century ad Philostratus speaks of the marvellous jewel-headed drakontes of 
India that have golden scales and curly golden beards. In the third century ad too 
Aelian compares the beards of creatures he terms kynopj'osdpoiy ‘dog-faces’ that 
live in the desert between ligypt and Ethiopia (perhaps mandrills), to those of 
drakontes. Lor the third- or fourth-century Quintus Smyrnaeus the pair of 
drakontes sent against Laocoon both sport shaggy (blosyros) jaws. Finally, Nonnus 
mentions drakon beards twice. He tells that when Zeus transformed himself into a 
drakon in order to sire Zagreus on Persephone he shook his shaggy chin. Was this 
a reminiscence of the humanoid Zeus’ beard? And he tells that Dionysus dis¬ 
covered wine when he saw a drakon sucking the juice from broken grapes on the 
vine: the juice dribbled and reddened its beard. 

Paradoxically, serpent-crests find mention in the literary record before beards 
do and indeed (just) before their own first appearance in the extant iconographic 
record. Euripides’ 'Fheban drakon is ‘purple-crested’ already in the Phoenissae of 


l.IMC Mcclcia 33 (400 bc), 36 (400 bc), 39 (330-300 bc), 46 (123-30 ad). 

LIMC I.aok()Dn 2 (380-370 bc). Although only the crest of a single serpent is visible on this 
Iragment, tlie underside of the serpent’s chin is obscured by the disembodied arm it carries in its 
mouth. 

/./MC Kadmos i 23 (360-350 lu;), 25 (=^ I larmonia 5 = our lig. 1.6; c.330 bc), 36 (3rd cent, bc;), 37 
(3rd or 2nd cent, bc), 31a (ad 238-43). 

LIMC llesperides 2 (350 bc), tlerakles 2726 (350-330 bc). 

I.IML Septem 13 = Archemoros 8 (350 bc;). It is accordingly by chance alone that the 
eailiest image ol the Nemean serpent to survive with beard alone is as late as early imperial LIMC 
Archemoros 1. 

/./A/C;( iiganles 400 (350-325 bc;). 

/./MC; Chimaira 108 (4lh cent, bc;), Pegasos 154a (330 bc;). 

LIMC. lason 41 (4th cent, bc;) 

l.IMC. 1 lesperides 36 (350 bc:). A crest but no beard is visible in the image ol the Serpent of Ares 
on the 3rd-cent. ad coin at i.lMC'. Kadmos i 3Id, but a beard is indeed visible on the all but identical 
31a, revealing its absence on 31d to be attributable merely to oversimplification. 

Posidippus of Pella Greek Appendix 3.79 (k)ugny = Posidippus 15 Austin-Bastianini; 

Nicander Theridca 443-4; Philumenus On Venomous Creatures and the y\ntidotes to 'I'hetn 30 
(6linKiin’)\ Philostratus l.ife of Apolhmius 3. 8; Aelian Nature of Animals 10. 25, 11. 26 (the program 
malic statement); (Quintus Smyrnaeus 12. 462, 492; Nonnus Dionysiaca 6. 156-60, 12. 319-23. Sauvage 
1975: 244 makes the bizarre claim that serjient beards are absent from ancient literature. 
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410-409 Rc. Euripides’ play is no doubt saluted in the bright red beard and crest 
given to the Serpent of Ares in the hnest extant image of it, a vase of c.330 rc 
(Fig. 1.6). The Nemean drakon of Euripides’ Hypsipyle, written around the same 
time, C.410-407 rc, also had a crest to shake. The pair of serpents sent against the 
baby Heracles never, as it happens, exhibit beards or crests in the extant icono- 
graphic record, but Plautus explicitly gives them crests in the Aniphitryo of c.200 
RC, which remodels an unknown Greek original. The Latin epicists enjoy their 
crests; Virgil salutes those of the serpents sent against Laocoon, whose crests 
exceed the height of the waves around them as they travel rampant over the sea; 
Ovid’s Colchis draco is ‘remarkable for its crest’; Valerius L'laccus’ Cx)lchis draco 
shakes thunderbolts from its crest, which sinks down when it is induced to fhll 
asleep. Statius’ Serpent of Ares sports a splendid but cruel crest from its gilded 
forehead. 4'he crest of Silius’ Bagrada draco exceeds the height ol' the tree-tops of 
the grove in which it lives. In later Greek literature Philostratus knows that his 
bearded drakontes of India also sport red crests from which fire Hashes forth 
brighter than a torch. And the Philostratus of the Imagines gives crests again to the 
serpent pair sent against baby Heracles. Around the same time, Aelian also rel'ers 
to the crest of the drakon. Finally, Nonnus gives the Serpent of Ares a rough crest 
of hair.^^' 

So what, finally, might the beard have signified? Aelian gives us antiquity’s 
single programmatic statement for the significance oi'drakontes beards. He grasps 
for the obvious and asserts simply that it is an emblem of maleness, possibly ol 
male pride: ‘Nature seems to prefer the male amongst unreasoning animals too. 
For the male drakon has his crest and beard, the cock has his crest and wattles, the 
stag his horns, the lion his mane and the cicada his song.’ Bodson largely agrees, 
reading the beard as a symbol of the serpent’s fecundity and virile maturity.'Hie 
iconographic evidence of Aelian’s own age could be seen to lend some support to 
this reading. I’he prolific imperial-age images of Agathos Daimon/Sarapis with his 
consort Agathe-dyche/lsis-'rhermouthis give the former a beard that they with¬ 
hold from the latter, and so seem to use the beard as ditlerentiator of sex.'^ But 
such a reading does not appear sustainable for the earlier iconography. First, the 
distinctively female Hydra,^'^ as we have seen, often sports beards from all her 
heads, whilst the distinctively female CHiimaera often sports a beard from her 
serpent-tail (as well as, be it noted, a mane from her lion’s head).^^^ Secondly, as we 


liuripides Phoetiiii<iac 820, >{)nivu<oXoT)io (ci. L1M('. Kadnios i 23 - 1 lannonia 3; cl. also llic Friglit 
red crest and beard given to l.adon on the c.33()-340 lu; IJM(' 1 lesperides 3a, superbly illustrated at 
(iodart and De Caro 2007: 178-9, no. 48), llypsijyylc 1734a TrtU- = 1'18 Bond (ct. also ’I'iiia 'IritlT 
Plautus Ampliitryo 1108; Virgil Acncid 2. 206-7; Ovid Mcintyiorphoscs 7. 130; Valerius Maccus 8. 61.88; 
Statius I'licbaid 3. 310-11; Silius Italicus 6. 221-2; Philostratus htui^iitcs 3; Aelian Nature of Aniiuidti 
11. 26; Nonnus Diouysuica 4. 363. 

Aelian Nature of Auiiuah 1 1. 26; Bodson 1978: 72-4; cl. als(i Courinelen 2004: 386-8, who seeks 
to expand the beard’s symbolism beyond this to include the dispensatio!i ol riches, but this is based on 
the misapprehension that the beard’s association witli the /eus Meilichios serpent is lar more unique 
than it in tact is. 

lAMt'. Agathodaimon 13, 17, 20; cl. iAMt'. Tritpolemos 48a, a 1 ladrianic coin upon whicii 
'rriptolemus’ two serpents are assimilated to Agathos Daimon and Agathe I'yclte. 

Note esp. Nonnus Diouysiaca 23. 203. 

'I’he point exercised Huripides lileetra 473-3 and schol. Homer Iliad 6. 181, both ol whicii allirm 
that the (4iimaera liad the head rather of a lioness. 
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have seen, drakontes frequently operate in pairs. Whenever the sex of a pair of 
drakontes is commented on in literature, they are said to be a male and a female. 
So it is with the serpents deriving from the male Cadmus and the female 
Marmonia; with the serpent pair that attacks Laocoon, subsequently transformed 
into humans, the male Porcis and the female Chariboea; with Asclepius and 
Hygieia (Ch. 9); with Agathos Daimon and Agathe 

coupling serpents that cause Tiresias to change sex (Ch. 3). Yet we often find 
beards attached to both members of a serpent pair, which again implies that 
beards can be sported by female serpents, d’hus, as we have seen, the pair of 
serpents sent against Laocoon are both bearded on a vase of c.43()-425 ik:.^‘ 
Quintus Smyrnaeus, as we have seen too, gives beards to both members of the 
male-female pair sent against Laocoon. Since the presence of crests implies that of 
beards, it is relevant too that Plautus and Philostratus, as we have seen, give crests 
to both of the serpent pair sent against baby Heracles. 

Harrison contended that the beards signihed the anthropomorphic nature of 
the serpents to winch they were attached. Ider view is somewhat skewed by her 
immediate focus, which is upon the bearded serpents of the archaic Laconian 
grave reliefs (Ch. 7), which, with justice, she reads to embody the spirits of dead 
men.^' But other scholars, building on her work, Kiister, Cow, and Grabow, have 
come closer to the best view.^ ’ It is safe to say that no beard is found attached to a 
serpent we otherwise have a strong reason to imagine represents nothing more 
than a common-or-garden snake. The sporters of beards are always such as the 
great drakontes considered in the first three chapters, or otherwise are serpents 
ostensibly acting in a divine, heroized, or supernatural context. Bearing in mind 
our observations in the Introduction on the use of the term drakon, we might say 
that a beard, when applied, distinguishes a drakon from a common-or-garden 
ophis. Ihis is not to say that its use was mandatory: we have plenty of fine, 
supernatural drakontes without beards. 

Where did the beard imagery originate? 'The difficulty we ourselves experience 
in deciphering images of crudely drawn serpent heads may offer a clue: does a 
head of three projections depict an upper jaw, tongue, and lower jaw, or an upper 
jaw, lower jaw, and beard? Does a vertical projection from the end of a lower jaw 

LIMC Laokooii 1; cf. also the line f.56{)-53() lu: vase Pipili 1987 no. 1-11 (tig. 77), showing Achilles 
heloie the temple ol Apollo 1 hymbraeiis, on whicT both snakes sport beards. Of the pair of snakes on 
the Ih ictlionius Painter’s pelike, LIMC Aglauros 18 - Athena 480 - i:rechtheus 36 = Cook 1914-40: iii. 
pi. xxi.x - Reedei 1995/; no. 69, tlie one on the left iiand side displays a beard, whereas no beard can be 
seen on the one on the right, but this is a rule-proving exception, because the right hand snake lias its 
back to us, and so obscures its beard with its body; the image, with its implications for beards, is 
misread at Ck)ok 1914-40: 764 n. 6. 

Note also the Ith-cenl. lu: rebel Iragment trom Sardis, in which a pair of bearded serpents, 
possibly rejiresenting Zeus Meilichios and his lemale consort (Ch. 8) face each other across a round 
object, perhaps a pliiale: Sardis Museum 70.7; Mitropoulou 1977: 142-3 no. 33a and fig. 67. 

Harrison 1922: 326-8. 

Kiister 1913: 76 n. 2, Cow 195-1: 198 n. 2, Crabow 1998: 18-19. Cow flirts with but rejects the 
notion that the beard may have originated in the under-chin markings of an actual snake variety found 
in the Near l-.ast, (A)luhcr jii^iildrit;. 1 le is concerned that the bearded snakes shown carried by maenads 
(as e.g. in /.//V/C Charis 11 1 lc.520-510 iu;l, Maenades 27 1450 hcI and 36 lc.500-480 lu;]) are not 
sujiernatural, but why should they not be so, particularly as Dionysus himself and satyrs also regularly 
appear with them'' 
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signify a lolling tongue or a beard? It is quite possible that the custom of giving 
serpents beards originated in the Greeks’ own misreadings of the cruder among 
their existing images. If we must have a more purposeful origin, then Mitropoulou 
may be right to look to Egyptian iconography, where the beard serves as an 
attachable symbol of royalty or divinity for men, women (e.g. Matshepsut), 
children (e.g. "rutankhamun) and animals, including serpents, alike.'rhe appeal 
of such an origin is that the signihcance of the P^gyptian beard seems to match the 
significance I hypothesize for the Greek serpent beard rather well. But il'we then 
ask why serpents alone in Greek art should have acquired an Egyptian beard, 
perhaps we have to turn back to something like my hrst explanation. 

And what of the origin of the crest? 'Phe iconographic record suggests that it 
originated as an artistic caprice to balance the beard. If there was any immediate 
inspiration, perhaps it was (unlikely as it may seem) the cock: cocks’ wattles are 
answered and balanced by their crest above, and in the archaic period at any rate, 
from C.550 nc, they had often been paired with serpents on vases.^^’ Aelian, as we 
have seen, makes an explicit comparison between the crest and wattle oi'the cock 
and the crest and beard of the drakon.^^ We may also wish to note a black-hgure 
vase of 540-530 wc with a fine illustration of a hoplite helmet on which a vertically 
rippling snake is used to raise the crest trom the crown. 


GAVES AND DR/\ KON-SGAPl-S 

In the modern West we are familiar with the idea that a dragon should live in a 
cave. 'I'he notion was already embraced in antiquity, with the cave serving the 
function of a snake’s hole writ large, and as an eloquent symbol ol their bond with 
the earth (for which see C4i. 7). Mesiod’s Geto bore the Echidna in a cave, and the 
Echidna then came to live in a cave of her own (perhaps the same one) under a 
hollow rock at Arima. Mis Ladon guarded his golden apples ‘in his lair in the dark 
earth’. Pots of c.475-450 and 400-350 ik: show Python before a cave entrance 
(Fig. 1.4), and references are made to his cave (seemingly different ones) by 
I'Airipides and Apollodorus. In the Eumelian lltauofiuichy 'I'yphon seems to 
have lurked in a pit. 'I'he 4yphon of Pindar was reared in the ‘much named 
Cilician cave. 'The 4 yphon of Apollodorus and Nonnus used the (mrycian (xwe in 
Cilicia and perhaps a number of other caves too as places of concealment, 
alongside the drakaina Delphyne (Ch. 2). Nicander told that Lamia Sybaris 
dwelled in a huge cave on Mt. Grisa. Ovid’s Serpent of Ares lived in the cave 
that housed the spring of Dirce it guarded. Silius Italicus’ Bagrada serpent 
inhabited a cave resembling an entrance to the underworld ((dn 6). Scylla, who, 
as we have seen, is a monster stranded between kctos and drakon in her concep¬ 
tualization, inhabited a cave high on a sea-clift at Rhegium, according to Homer. 

Mitropoulou 1977: 88-9-1 (with discussion also ol the role ol the beard in other Near h.astern 
cultures). 

(hahow 1998: 46-38. with K27 -33. 

Aelian Nu/i/re of Auiuuih 11. 26. 

(irabow 1998 K133. 
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And the serpents sent against Laocoon, who also share characteristics of both 
ketos and drakCm, are said by Quintus Smyrnaeus to have been reared in a very 
similar cave in the islands of Calydnae. When there work is done, they disap¬ 
pear back into the earth. One would not have expected the pure kete to have 
inhabited caves (land caves at any rate). Even so, a cave featured prominently in 
the Andromeda tradition, with the girl, from Euripides’ Andromeda onwards, in 
art and literature, conventionally pinned across the entrance to a sea-cliff cave 
for the ketos to devour (Fig. 3.5). However, there is no explicit indication that 
this land cave is the ketos home. 'The fragments of Accius’ second-century (or 
early hrst-century) nc Andromeda may, nonetheless, suggest some sort of lair, 
cave or otherwise; they describe a precinct (of some sort) fenced around with 
the bones ol the sea monster’s former victims and rank with the remains of 
their decaying flesh. 

But the drakontes of myth were often identified with broader landscapes too. 
1’he greatest (but not the only) memorials to them, and the greatest testimonies to 
their existence, lay in the fabric of the land they had once inhabited, or indeed 
continued to inhabit, and even in that of the universe.‘^^^ As we have seen (Ch. 2), 
Zeus’ battle against d’yphon may hewe originated ultimately in a reading of the 
thunderstorms over Mt. Kasios: the continuing storms may have been supposed to 
remember the primordial battle. From the time of Flomer d’yphon may have been 
projected as a sometime inhabitant of the cavernous ‘Fleaven and Hell’ ravines 
(Arima?) in Cilicia. From the time of Xanthus of Lydia the devastation of the great 
fire-battle was read out of the ‘burnt’ landscape of the Catacaumene. But Typhon’s 
most striking and continuing impact upon the world’s landscapes, from the 
time of Pindar onwards, was over in the west. He lay under Etna and the 
Phlegraean fields, whence he continued to breathe forth his fire in the lorm of 


Ceto aiul Ixhiclna: Hesiod Thcogony 295-M)5. Ladon: Hesiod 'I'licogoiiy 333-6. Python: LIMC 
Ajiollon 993 - l.elo 29a - I’ylhon 3 (f.473-'l3() lu;). IJMC Apollon 995 - Leto 31 = Python 1 (r.400- 
3:'>() lu;); l-.uripides Phoniiasae 232, with schol. ad loc.; Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1. 4. 1. 'I’yphon: 
fragment ol the luimelian 'ritaiioniachy schol. Oppian llaliculica 3. 16 (if genuine); Pindar Pythian 
1.17; Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1.6. 3, Nonnus Dionysiaca 1. 143-53, 163, 409-26; according to Solinus 
38. 7-8 the Corycian cave was 'I'yphon’s home. Lamia-Sybaris: Antoninus Liheralis Metaniorphoses 8 
(alter Nicander). Serpent ol Ares: Ovid Metaniorphoses 3. 28-38. Bagrada serpent: Silius Italicus Punica 
6. 146-;'»0, 174 -80, 283-3 and ct. 275-6. Scylla: Homer Odyssey 12. 80-1. Laocoon: Quintus Smyrnaeus 
12. 449-33, 480. Andromeda: Luripides Andromeda PPl 14, 118, 125, 127 l'rC,b\ /./A4C Andromeda i 8, 
etc.; Accius Andromeda I-IO (at Ribbeck' i pp. 172-4 = VVarmington ii. 346-53). Por the Latin 
Andromeda tragedies see Klimek-Winter 1993: 317-75. 

Is there any trace ol a cave-lair for Python in the literary tradition? L'ontenrose 1959: 408-12 
jnecariously contends that the Oorycian cave on Parnassus, some seven miles from the Delphic oracle, 
was named alter 1 yphon’s Cknycian cave in (alicia; that the battle between Apollo and the Delphic 
drakon was located at this cave, which accordingly constituted the drakon's lair, this on the basis that 
Ajiollonius Argonautica 2. 705-12 has the Corycian nymphs, daughters of Pleistos, crying hieie as 
Aj'Jollo loLight the drakon^ and that the Parnassian cave was also the original site of the Delphic oracle. 
He might also have observed that, according to Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1. 6. 3, when 'I'yphon had 
stolen Zeus’ sinews, he wrapped them in a bearskin and concealed them in the Ck)rycian cave and set 
the drakaina Delphyne as a guard over them. 

(4. Buxton 2009: 191-209 for the ‘aetiology of landscape’ with reference to the human figures of 
Creek myth. 
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volcanic lava and Fuineroles~or did these tires represent rather the action of Zeus’ 
thunderbolts, as they continued to devour his vast body? 'fyphon left a permanent 
mark on other landscapes with the blood that spilled from him. Oppian tells that 
the yellow banks of seashores continue to blush red with his gore,'^^ whilst 
Apollonius explains that the I’hracian Mount Haemus took its name from the 
blood (hairna) of Typhon that gushed forth there when Zeus blasted him.‘^“ 
Similarly, there was a strong tendency, partly rationalizing, to locate the 
Chimaera in a fiery mountain in Lycia. Since Ihiripides’ day the Chimaera was 
associated with beast-ridden Cragus in particular. Ctesias spoke of the mountain 
issuing forth an inextinguishable lire. For the arch-rationalizer Palaephatus the 
Chimaera was a steep-sided Lycian volcano, with a lion living on its front slope 
and a drakdn on its rear slope; Bellerophon killed the beasts by setting the 
mountain ablaze. For Strabo she was one of the complex mountain’s gorges. For 
Pliny, she was a fire-spewing volcano pure and simple, active day and night."'^' 'I’his 
notion was already familiar to Ovid, who phrased himself carefully to leave it 
initially ambiguous as to whether his Chimaera was the traditional monster, 
blowing fire from her central goat-head, or a volcano, blowing fire trom its 
summit: ‘By now Byblis had left Cragus and Limyre and the waves oi the Xanthus, 
and the ridge at which the Chimaera had lire in its middle part, the breast and 
face of a lioness, and the tail of serpent.’'^ * There is an implicit suggestion here, 
scholarly rationalizing aside, that the creature has either been merged into the 
landscape she once roamed, or has been memorialized in it. Plutarch too tells that 
the Chimaera was a mountain, but he finds her fire in a different way. 'The 
mountain was sheer-sided, and the sheer side reflected the blazing sun onto 
the crops of the Lycians below, burning them up. Bellerophon destroyed this 
side of the mountain so as to deliver the crops.‘^^ 

Pausanias uniquely tells how Amphicleia in Phocis had once been called 
Ophiteia (‘Snake City’). One of the city’s luminaries had concealed his child 
from his enemies in a pot. d’he child was attacked by a woll, but it was warded 
off by a drakdn that coiled around the pot. d’he father, unaware ol what had taken 
place, threw a javelin at the serpent, killing it, but accidentally killing his child also. 
On learning the full details, he made a common pyre I’or child and snake, with 
both alike, we are to assume, becoming protective heroes lor the city, 'fhe city 
itself, Pausanias tells, was said still in his day to resemble the blazing pyre. 1 he 


Oppian Halicuticd 3. 16--25, with sclioll. acl 24-3. 

Apllodorus Biblotheca 1. 6. 3. 

Euripides Sthcnohoca 1-669 '/VGE; Cdesias 1‘43 Lenfant - Anligonus ol Carystus 166: Palaeplialus 
28 (cf. Servius on Virgil Aciiciti 6. 288, with coinnuinitics of lions, goats, and snakes on the mountain s 
three zones); Strabo (Xi63; Pliny Natural History 2. 236. ’rypl''^^^^ Ghiniaera are brought together at 
Homeric Hymn (3) to Apollo 367-8. 

Ovid Metamorphoses 9. 646-8. (4'. schol. Homer Iliad 6. 181: ‘And some say that there is a 
mountain in Lycia called CTimaera. 'riiis blows up lire from its central point, and there are many beasts 
around its peaks’; hirst Vatican Mythographer 1. 72; ‘Some say the Clhimaera is not a creature, but a 
mountain in Lycia which rears lions and goats in some parts, burns in other jxu ts, and in other parts 
again is full of serpents. Bellerophon rendered it habitable, wherefore he is said ti) have slain the 
Chimaera.’ 

Plutarch Moralia 248c; cf. the anonymous Ii(f)i 7-8. 

Pausanias 10. 33. 9-11. 'I'he myth seems to be a kaleidoscoped variant of the tamous lolk tale 
A'LU 178a (‘'The Innocent Dog’), in which a man kills his own faithlul dog upon finding it with 
bloodied mouth and assuming that it has killed his baby, only subsequently to discover that the dog has 
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Serpent of Ares also contrived to leave some 'drakori creigs’ behind it, evidently a 
local landmark for the Thebans/^^ Menander Rhetor tells that Python occupied 
Mt. Parnassus vSO completely that no part of the mountain could be seen beneath 
his coils: from the peak he would lift his head up into the ether; he would drain 
entire rivers when it drank, and devour entire herds when he ate.'^” There may, 
perhaps, lurk here an implicit identification between Python and the mountain he 
once occupied. One thinks of the Scottish folk-tale of the dragon of Cnoc-na- 
Cnoimh destroyed by Hector Gunn: the traces of its coils, constricting as it died, 
spiral still around the hill on which it was killed.'^‘^ 

And the traces of the great sea-monsters and their battles too could be found to 
linger on in coastal landscapes, d’he tradition that Perseus used the Gorgon head 
to transform at least part of his ketos vast bulk into rock suggests that the creature 
was preserved in a coastal feature.We are only told of such a feature (by 
Lucian) in connection with the Ethiopian version of the story.It is less clear 
that the people of Hellenistic and Roman Joppa (Jafhi) made a similar boast. 
Perhaps they thought they had a better prize in the sets of kcios-hones they were 
able to display, from at least 58 But by the ad 70s they were pointing to the 

marks left on their sea-cliffs by Andromeda’s chains.Similarly, Ovid concludes 
his tale of Scylla with the information that she was subject to a further, final 
transformation, for which he gives no context: into a rock, which continues to 
constitute a hazard for sailors in the strait. 

On a grander scale still, the constellation of Draco was taken to recall various 
drakon fights. 1’he sixth-century bc Epimenides told that when Zeus was attacked 
by Cronus, he hid by transforming himself into a drakorn and his nurses into 
bears, and subsequently celebrated this by installing the adjacent constellations of 
Draco and the Bears in the heavens. According to the Eiratosthenic (Mtasterisnis 
and Hyginus, it was rather the battle between Heracles and Ladon that was 
translated to the stars, with the latter becoming the constellation Draco. Hyginus 
notes that others again held that the serpent in question was thrown at Athene by 
tlie Ciiants in the war between the gods and the Giants, and that it was she that 
then catasterized it.’^^'" And it was known at some point before the mid fifth 
century bc that not just the ketos of the Andromeda episode but all its major 


rather protected the cliild by devouring the snake that had attacked it. Note also the parallels adduced 
by I ra/er 1898 ad loc. hor the inotil of the concealment of a baby from his lather’s enemies in a pot; cl. 
baby (^ypselus’ concealment in a ceramic beehive at Herodotus 5. 92. 

I'.Liripides Pliocuissiic 1315; KfiijiLvdn’ ck HfuiKoi-Tfidu'. 

Menander Rhetor Ikri lipidciklikoii 3. 17 pp. 441-2 Spengel. 

Robertson 1961: 131-2; Simpson 1980: 78, 80. I'he japanese of the Yayoi period (c.400 hc-ao 
200) frequently found the shape of a conically coiled snake in their mountains: Yoshino 2001: 86. 

/./yV/C Perseus 192, 194. Ck)non kXlrll 26 i-'l at Photius Bibliotheca no. 186 (rationalized), 
Antiphilus at Cacek Anthology 16. 147, Achilles 'I'atius 3. 6. 3 -3. 7. 9, Lucian On the Hall 22, Dialogues 
in the Sea 14, [Libaniusj Narrationes 33, at viii p. 53 L'orster, Nonnus Dionysiaca 30. 264-77, 31. 8-25. 

Lucian On the Hall 22. 

Pomponius Mela 1.11; Pliny Natural History 9. 22; cf. Ogden 2008n: 116-18. 

losephus Jewish War 3. 420; Pliny Natural History 3. 69. 

Ovid Metamorphoses 14. 72-4. Similarly schol. Lycophron Alexandra 43-6 makes Scylla a 
promontory near Rhegium, beneath which there are many vast caves in which sea-creatures live. 
When boats are smashed on the rocks or broken up by Charybdis, these creatures eat the men. 

IThnenitles 1'23 DK; [Lratosthenesj Oalasterisini 1. 3 -4; Hyginus Astrononiica 2. 3, 2. 6. 
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players too had been translated to the heavens, in somewhat obscure 
circumstances. 


THE DRAKON SOURCE 

Of all natural phenomena, it was with water sources, rivers, and particularly 
springs, that the great drakontes were most frequently associated. This association 
had a currency beyond the Graeco-Roman tradition. In ancient India, for 
example, Indra’s killing of Vritra released the waters he controlled (Introduction), 
whilst the Nagas (divine cobras) were worshipped as water-spirits, and often held 
to live in lakes. And it was at the headwaters of a river that the lapanese hero 
Susanoo delivered the princess Kushi-nada-hime from an eight-headed dragon, 
slaying it by getting it drunk on eight-times concentrated sake.'^^^ 

For the Greeks and Romans rivers, with their inherently serpentine courses, 
and drakontes offered ready metaphors for each other: Hesiodic poetry already 
compares, from the one side, the constellation of Draco to a flowing river and, 
from the other, the river (x'phisus to a drakdti as it winds through Orchomenos. 
As we have seen (Ch. 2), the very name of the drakon Ckunpe, associate of the 
Titans, may, depending upon its accentuation, have signified the winding of a 
river. Ovid’s Serpent of Ares surges forward in attack with the huge force of a river 
iamnis), whilst Valerius Flaccus’ Colchis draco weakens like the backwards- 
flowing Po, the Nile as it divides into its delta and the Alpheus as it meets the 
sea, under the power of Medea’s sleep-casting spell.Unsurprisingly, the great 
river god Achelous could on occasion manifest himself in serpent form.‘‘’‘^ But the 
relationships between the great drakontes and rivers could go far beyond meta¬ 
phor. In the early Hellenistic era, as we will see (Ch. 8), 1'yphon came to be 
identified strongly with the Orontes and Agathos Daimon with one or more 
branches of the Nile. The serpent faced by Regulus in Africa was named for 


|l-ratosthones] Catastcrismi I. 13-17, 22, 36 (rdorring to Aeschylus’ Phoiridcs and Sophocles’ 
Audwiucdiu the latter oi c.-13() lu:); see also Aratus Plidcnonicud 248-33, 484, 683, 711, 1 lyginus 
Astronotuiai 2. 9-12, 31, schol. Ciermanicus Am tea pp. 77-8, 82-3, 98, 137-9, 147, 173 Breysig. (4. 
Ogden 2()08u; 74-7. 

Vritra; Pigvedd 1. 32. Nagas: Vogel 1926: 123, 136 (Chanda the Naga-raja makes his lake boil in 
anger at the birds that roost over it and defecate into it), 220, 233, 243-7 and Bloss 1973. Susanoo: the 
myth is translated at W. G. Aston 1896: i. 32-3. The motif ot the dragt>n’s water in lolk tale: I ra/er 
1898 on Fausanias 9. 10. 3 (v. 44-3, adducing many cross-cultural examples), 1911 13: i. 2, 136, 
Rohrich 1981: 791-2. 

Hesiod 1‘70 line 23 (Cephisus), F'293 MW {Astrologia/Astrouonud) -■ Servius on Virgil (n’orgics 
1. 244-5 (‘de Dracone’); Ovid Mclddiorplioscs 3. 77-80, Valerius Flaccus Argoddulicd 8. 89 91. (4. 
Kiister 1913: 133-7. 

In battling Heracles for Deianeira Achelous manifested himself in humanoid, hull, and serpent 
forms: Sophocles 'I'mchinidc 6-27, 303-30, Ovid Mcldniorfyhoscs 8. 879-9. 92 esjx 62-81 {drdi oncs), 
Strabo C458 (explicitly comparing Achelous’ serpentine manifestation to his river-course). On a fine 
red-figure stamnos of c.520-510 lu: from (k’rveteri, LIM(' Acheloos 243, the god has a humanoid upper 
body, an extensive serpentine-piscine tail, and bull horns, whilst (m an F4ruscan bron/e mirror of i . lOO 
lu;, IAM(] Acheloos 78, a winged Achelous sports a double serjUMitine tail. See Isler 1981, who describes 
these tails ad locc. as ‘'Friton-’ and ‘fish-tails’; cf. also Brewster 1997: 9 14. 



166 


The World of the Slain Drakontes 


the river by which it lived and at which it was defeated, the Tunisian river Bagrada 
(Medjerda). For Siliiis the serpent had been the servant (famulus) of the river’s 
naiad sisters, and the river had nurtured it in its warm water. Perhaps the serpent 
had actually been born in and of the water (cf. Pausanias’ claim that the Hesiodic 
Eichidna had been born of the river Styx). I'he naiads were accordingly to take 
revenge for the killing by ensuring the destruction of Regulus’ army, and they, or 
perhaps the river itself, made vocal lament for the serpent’s death: ‘A bellow burst 
forth from the sad river and mutterings poured forth from the lowest depths... 
the riverbanks gave forth a tearful howl.’’^^’ The collocation of water-source, 
nymphs, and draco is intriguingly found again in an imperial-period dedication 
from the Numidian spa Ad Aquas Flavianas (Henchir Hammam) by the tribune 
and municipal curator Abidius Bassus, ‘'Fo the numinous presence of the nymphs 
and to the draco' Myginus tells that Heracles killed a snake (anguis) beside the 
river Sagaris in l.ydia, the banks of which it had been stripping of grain (more on 
this below).'* ‘ 

'File association between serpents and springs is neatly made by the tradition that 
the island of'Fenos had once had two alternative names, Ophioussa, ‘Snakeland’, 
and I lydroessa, ‘Watered’, the latter, as Aristotle explained, because of its many 
springs."" I'he relationship is enshrined also in a relatively early Aesopic tale, in 
which an ass exchanges mankind’s eternal youth for a sip from a water-hole 
guarded by a dipsad, so bestowing upon snake-kind the ability to slough."'^ In the 
great dr«/cd/7-fight narratives, in which the drakon must of course always be killed or 
at any rate overcome, the drakon is often cast as a guardian of a spring. In so far as 
the spring is projected as a spring in fact, the drakon protects its waters from being 
drunk; in so far as it is projected as a woman or a naiad, the drakon more intelligibly 
protects her from sexual violation. But there is, again, also a tendency for the drakon 
to be itsell fully identified with the spring. Spring and drakon alike are often further 
associated with trees: these could both mark the origin point of a source and (as an 
alternative to a cave) offer a home to a snake. We shall consider in turn the cases of 
the Serpent of Ares killed by Cadmus, the Serpent of Nemea killed by Adrastus, the 
Hydra killed by I lerades and the Python killed by Apollo. But the most striking 
example is that of Nicander’s Lamia-Sybaris: when ITirybatus threw her off Mt. 
Crisa she was transformed into the spring that took her name, Sybaris, as she dashed 
against the rocks below.'' ' 

In Euripides’ Phoenissae of 409 bc Tiresias describes the Serpent of Ares as 
‘overseer to the spring of Dirce’, whilst the Chorus observes, ‘There was the 
guardian, the bloody, savage-minded drakon of Ares, watching over the flowing. 


Siliiis Italicus 6. 283-90. l-or Valerius Maximus 1. 8 ext. 19 the (Inico's decomposing carcass 
contaminated the river to such an extent that it compelled Regulus to move camp; cf. Pliny Natunil 
/Hilary 8. 36-7, Plorus 1.18, Aulus (iellius 7. 3 Pchidna and the Styx: Pausanias 8. 18. 1; but according 
to Apollodorus liihliotliccd 2. 1. 2 she was rather the daughter ol Parth. 

1 lyginus As/ru/io/u/Vu 2. 14; cf. Pontenrose 1959: 107-10. 

Aristotle f 395 Rose, apud Pliny Natural History 4. 65-6 and Stephanus ol Byzantium s.v. Trjvoc. 

“ ’ Aesop 458 Perry, at Sophocles Kophoi Satyroi P362 Pearson/7VG/', Nicander 'I'licriaca 343-58, 
Aelian Nature of Animals 6. 51; discussion at Deonna 1956. 

“ ' Antoninus Liberalis Metamorphoses 8 (after Nicander). 
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fertile waters, its glancing pupils roaming in all directions.’“ This guardian status 
is repeatedly advertised in subsequent literature.^ Ovid’s elaborate description of 
the water-fetching episode tells us that the spring was located actually within the 
arch-entranced cewe that constituted the draco's lair.'*^ The ps.-Plutarchian On 
Rivers too fully indicates the intimacy of the relationship between the serpent and 
the spring: ‘Cadmus shot the spring-guarding drakon and, finding the water, as it 
were, poisoned by the killing, he went around the country seeking for another 
spring.’”^ On vases springs are typically represented by trees (or other greenery) 
or by conical piles of stones, and the spring of Dirce is sometimes so represented 
in scenes of Cadmus and the drakon from c.470 hc. The particularly fine Paestan 
vase of C.330 bc that we have had cause to mention helbre brings serpent, tree, and 
conical pile together nicely (Fig. 1.6).'*'^ 

A scholium to the Phoenissae stipulates that the serpent guards the spring to the 
end that no one should draw water from it, but even so we are not told why this 
should be.‘“” 'Fhe iconography may help. On a series of vases beginning c.45() bc 
the serpent towers protectively over a seated female figure: this is surely the spring 
again, personified or embodied in a naiad.'On other vases, a broadly similar 
seated female figure, not quite so intimately associated with the serpent, is labelled 
‘'rhebe’.'"“ Thebe, we know from Pindar, was not just a personification of the 
future city, but also a personification of its spring.' If the spring is projected as a 
woman, then we may conclude that the serpent is protecting her—as a woman— 
from sexual violation, the metaphorical equivalent of drinking from a virgin 
spring. Perhaps the serpent is preserving Dirce-'fhebe for the sexual attentions 
of Ares in due course. In the light of all this, one of the l)irce-4'hebe vases, a 


' * ' iuiripidcs iVlOCnisSdC 638-61 i^paKon', imcKOTnov), {JipKiic rufinroit' (TTt c Konoc). 1'(M‘ 

tile Serpent of Ares and its spring, see in particular Vian 1963: 101-9. 

e.g. 1 lellanicus 1*31 l*o\vler, Apollonius Ari^onnuticd 3. 1176-90. 

Ovid Mcliuitorphoscs 3. 28-38. 

1 Plutarch] On Rivera 2. 1, top K[)yro<f)vX(tK(i 6f)di<o\'T(i (lie eventually alights on the (airycian 
spring as a substitute); so too Apollodorus Bibliolhccd 3. -1. 1, Pausanias 9. 10. 1, 9. 10. 3, Hyginus 
Vdbiildc 6, 178, Nonnus DionysidCd 4. 398-9 (the drdkdu is the >lw\di<rv)i) of Dirce; cl. 1. 336 and 3. 4, 
where Dirce is bfxiKovTojhWoc, 4/ruA.dn-nurturing’). Photius Lexicon and Suild s.v. /ukS/koi ct. 
h'ontenrose 1939: 311. h'or the corruption of'the source by the killing of its seipent, ct. the case ol the Bagrada 
serpent above. 

Kadinos i 13 (= Archeinoros 11 = llesperie 1), 13, 17, 19-23 (13 = llarnionia 1; 17 - 
1 larnionia 4; 19 = Harinonia 2; 23 - 1 larinonia 6; 24 = 1 larinonia 7; 23 - 1 lannonia 3 - Vian 1963 pi. 
ix, the Paestan vase). 

Schol. Euripides Phoeniaade 637; cf. also 238. See Ciant/ 1993: 469-70. 

LIMC Kadinos i 9 = Harinonia 3, Kadinos i 14, Kadinos i 13 - Harinonia 1, Kadinos i 16, 
Kadinos i 17 = Harinonia 4, Kadinos i 18 (- our Pig. 4.1), Vian 1963 pi. x no. 1. 

LIMC Kadinos i 19 (of c.420-413 iic) and 24 (ot c.340-333 lu;). 

Pindar Olynipidn 6. 83-6 (spring), htinnidti 8. 3a -20 (city). 1 lowever, it is a curiosity that on one 
vase, LIMC Kadinos i 23 (c.360-330 uc), the seated teinale ligure labelled I hebe is ditterenliated Iroin 
another female ligure identified by the generic legend krendie, ‘spring-woman’, who peeps out on the 
action from behind a rock, where she stands alongside the river Ismenos in the form ol an eklerly man, 
also identified by a legend. l*!ven so Pariheni 1988 pdaaini seems to perjietrale a gross error in idenlilying 
these seated female ligures systematically as Harinonia, who has no direct role in (!adnuis’ encounter 
with the (irdkbn at the spring; the basis for this identification seems to he the lact tliat on the calyx 
crater LIMC Kadinos i 13 (- 1 larinonia 1) the seated ligure is adjacent to 1 larmonia’s lather Ares. 1 he 
interpretation of'I’iverios 1990 ad loc. is strongly to he j)referred, as indeed is the case with all images 
held in common between the two articles. 
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I'ig. 4.1. I'he spring of Dirce, pcrsonilicd, offers lo fill C^adnuis’ waler-jar, but licr guard, 
die Serpent of Ares, prepares to attack. Red-ligure hydria, c.420-410 lu;. Musee du Louvre 
M 12 = N 3325 - MN 714 - LIMC Kadnios i 18. Redrawn by Lriko Ogden. 

c'.42()-41() ik : hydria in the Louvre, makes particularly interesting reading. For 
here l)irce-4’hebe seems to welcome Cadmus, to beckon him to approach, and to 
offer to fill his hydria for him (Fig. 4.1). Is she making a forlorn attempt to evade 
her serpent guard? Or is she knowingly and maliciously leading him into a trap, in 
close cahoots with her serpent guard?We are reminded of Dio Chrysostom’s 
wonderful lamiai, who ensnare their young male victims by flaunting their 
seductive nude-woman end, only for their concealed serpent-end to wheel 
round and devour the men when they approach. 

'The Serpent of Nemea was also tightly associated with a spring, no doubt the 
vigorous spring still to be found at the site, latterly the supplier of its bath¬ 
houses.'"^’ 4’he closely associated phrases of a discontinuous fragment of Euripi¬ 
des’ llypsipylc of c.410-407 ik : already seem to tell us that the serpent is the 
spring’s guardian: ‘a fountain is shaded ... a drakon living nearby to it. . . with 
fierce gaze ... shaking its crest, fear of which . . . shepherds when cjuietly in . . . to 
do ... to a woman everything happens . . . has come ... not... a guard’. 
nus eventually tells us plainly that the serpent was indeed the spring’s guardian 


I he spring—as Dirce—was created from a mortal woman, wlio liad been, it must be said, no 
retiring virgin in lite. She was tlie wife of Lyciis and tormentor of Antiope. Lventually slie souglit to 
drag her to death in a bacchic revel, but Antiope was saved by her sons Amphion and Zethus, who then 
tied Dirce by her hair to a bull, which trampled her to death. She became a sju ing either when Dionysus 
translormed her dead hotly into one, or when Amjdiion and Zethus Hung it into a pre-existing one. See 
i lyginus Idhiildc 7 -K (8 summari/ing I'uripides’ Anliopc), Pausanias 9. 23. 3, Apollodorus Bihliothcai 
3. 3. 3. The death ol Dirce was a popular subject in ancient art (see l.lMd Dirke passiiir with lleger 
1986), anti is the subject ol the famous ‘l-arnese bull’ statue group in Naples, Dirke 7. 

’■ ' Dio Chrysostom Oral ions 5 passim, esp. 12-15, 24-7; see Ch. 2. 

Miller 1990: I 10 17, 179, with figs. 37-8. 

’■ I^S la TrdI- l■18 Bontl; cl. also'I'iiia I'rdl'. 
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(custos)d“^ In the meantime, a c.35() nc Apulian volute crater i'rom Ruvo by the 
Lycurgus Painter and now in the Hermitage also strongly suggests a role ol 
guardianship. Here the serpent, attacked by a pair of warriors (Hippomedon 
and Capaneus?) coils around the base of a tree which grows out of the shallow 
conical pile of rocks indicative of a spring.We may note too a Cyzicene 
epigram of 159 ik: that seems to tie the serpent tightly to the spring by describing 
it almost oxymoronically as an earthborn watersnake (hydros)d Statius voucli- 
safes the information that the spring was presided over by and named for a 
nymph, Langia: was the serpent protecting her chastity too?'^‘ 

The Hydra was tightly associated with the spring of Amymone and the Ler- 
naean marsh to which it gave rise.*'^" This becomes explicit in the literary record 
only with Apollodorus and Pausanias, but then no general summary account of 
the Hydra episode survives from before their era. 'fhe former tells that the 1 lydra 
was reared in the swamp (helos) of Lerna, and that she had her lair (pholcos) 
beside the springs (pegai) of Amymone. The latter tells that a plane tree grew at 
the spring ipege) of Amymone, and that the Hydra was reared under it. 3'his detail 
may, however, derive from Pisander of Camirus, who wrote in the seventh or sixth 
century nc, and whom Pausanias cites shortly alter supplying it.' 

On the iconographic side the association may have been made explicit already 
on the lost mid-sixth-century ik: Chest ol Cypselus, given that Pausanias decribes 
its relevant panel in these terms: ‘Athene stands beside Heracles as he shoots the 
Hydra, the beast in | 5 /c] the river Amymone.’' I’rees are only found four times in 
the c.l6() Hydra images catalogued by L/yV/C, but it is conceivable that, on the 
occasions on which they are found, from c.52() lu: onwards, they are indicative ol 
the spring (or otherwise of the wood into which Heracles and lolaus drive the 
serpent, or from which they take their brands).However, the Hydra’s most 
characteristic configuration in art, from c.59() lu: onwards, with a thick, more or 


'1 lyginus i'ahiildc 74. 

lAMC Arclicnioros 8 = llypsipylc 3 = Neniea 14 - Septciii 13. Pachc 2()()4: 119-20, 131 3 
misuiKlerslaiuls the broader context cd'spring representations in serpent-slaying scenes. 

'Paldiiuc Autlwlogy 10. 

Statius 'I'hcbdid 4. 717, 775. In Statius’ wider narrative, I'hcbdiil 4. 680 8-13, Dionysus has 
stopped up all the surrounding water supplies in an attempt to delay the j^rogress of the Seven towards 
his beloved 4'hebes. Their demands, accordingly, are lor water tor drinking, not lor use in sacrifice. 
Langia is presented as a torrential river into which chariots can be driven, and which can sweej-) men 
away—for dramatic effect, no doubt. 

l-'or the identity between the spring and the marsh, see Strabo c:371. Propertius 2. 26. -15 50 
explicitly locates the spring of Amymone within the I.ernaean marsh. 1 lyginus Vdbuldc 30. 3 and 151. 1 
refers to ‘the Lernaean spring’. 

Apollodorus Bibliolliecd 2. 5. 2. Pausanias 2. 37. 4, incoporating Pisander ol Camirus licniclfd 
\'2 West; M. L. West 2003u ad loc. takes the detail to derive from Pisander. N(4e also the slightly oddly 
phrased scholium to ITiripides Plioctiiasdc 1137: 6-. lepn/ ydp rfi Kpi'irp ai-ef/iib/ // I'k'i/iM. At the 

end of antiquity Nonnus DiotiysidCd 25. 196-212 was to note that 1 leracles liberatetl the spring (peye) 
i'rom the 1 lydra. 

''' Pausanias 5. 17. 11, to cv to) nordiun .’l/to/itoiT/. 

lAMC llerakles 2036 ((.520-500 lu;), 2030 (late 6lh cent, lu ), 1705 2040 (metope from the 

temple ol'Zeus at Olympia, 456 nc), 2053 (2nd cent. nc). I'he tradition that 1 leracles killed the 1 lydra 
by driving her into a blazing w(H)d becomes completely explicit only at Apollodorus Pibliotlurd 2. 5. 2. 
but it almost certainly underlies l-uripides llcraclcs 421 (cl. Bond 1981 ad loc.), Palaejdiatus 38, and 
Nicander I'hcridcd 685-8. The number of Hydra images catalogued by IAAK‘: 65 under IAM(. 
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less upright body from which many thin necks sprout in all directions, is itself 
strongly dendritic (cf. Fig. 1.1), as Ovid subsequently observed. On a fourth- 
century Hc vase the Hydra is shown in conjunction with a building that may be 
intended to represent a fountain-house.’^^ Otherwise unidentifiable female figures 
appear in a number of Hydra-slaying images from c.550 bc:, and in one of these 
images, of c.50()-480 ik:, the figure attempts to prevent lolaus from attacking the 
Hydra. Kokkorou-Alewras identifies these figures as ‘Lerna’, a name justified by 
no legend; she may rather be the embodiment of the spring Amymone.’'^^ 

'fhere is nothing in our evidence to suggest directly that the Hydra might have 
been protecting the chastity of a naiad Amymone, but the spring’s origin story in 
association with the Danaid girl Amymone makes appeal to remarkably similar 
themes. 4’he story was seemingly known to Pindar, Aeschylus and Pherecydes, 
and is found in the iconographic record from c.470 uc, but for full narratives of it 
we rely on later writers. Amymone was sent from Argos to fetch water by her 
father and was seduced or raped by Poseidon as she went. The fruit of the union 
was Nauplius, a name also resonant for the local topography. For some the spring 
was created when, in fear or surprise, Amymone dropped the golden vessel she 
had brought (Propertius: urna\ Philostratus: kalpis) in which to take the water, 
and it struck the rock and released the source. For others it was created when 
Poseidon stuck his trident in the ground, so releasing its threefold streams, and 
providing Amymone with the water she sought, as payment for the sex. 
A sometime refinement of the tale, perhaps originating in Aeschylus’ satyr-play 
Amymone, holds that Amymone initially encountered a satyr who tried to rape 
her, whereupon she called in Poseidon to protect her from him, the god driving 
him off by launching his trident at him, and so striking the ground with it.’-^'^ The 
name shared between girl and spring suggests that the two, somehow, became 
identified with each other, and we are licensed to imagine that the Hydra did, 
accordingly, protect her chastity for Poseidon, as it saved the waters from being 
drunk. 

'fhe source of Amymone, bursting forth in multiple streams, puts us in mind 
not only of the physical configuration of the trident that creates it, but more 


1 Icraklcs, Dodekathlos (1697-1761), and 103 under LIM(^ 1 Icrakles, Hydra (1990-2092), with some 
overlaps. 

'I'his configuration is found already in LIM(l Hydra 1992 of 390 lu;. Ovid Mctaiuophoscs 9. 73, 
niniosani tuitis e cticilc colubria. 

' lAMC Herakles 2010 (r.370-350 lu;); if not a fountain house, then a temple. 

'lAMd Herakles 2029 {c.350 nc;), 2006 (the female figure restrains lolaus; c'.300-480 lu;), 2009 
((•.370-360 Hc), 2010 ((-.370-330 m;). 

‘ Rounded tales at Propertius 2. 26. 45-30 (trident and golden vessel), Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 
1.4 (satyr, trident implied), Lucian Dialogues hi the Sea 8 (trident), 1 lyginus Vabulae 169, 169a (satyr, 
trident, three streams), Philostratus Imagines 1. 8 (golden vessel, mentioned twice, with particular 
emphasis), l irst Vatican Mythographer 1.45, Second Vatican Mythographer 200. Lhe earlier sources: 
Pindar Pythian 9. 112-14, Aeschylus Amymone PP13-13 7V(/7', Luripides Phoenissae 185-9. I’or the 
iconography of Amymone see /,/yV/(.'Amymone, with Simon 1981 and Gantz 1993: 207-8. The earliest 
image, if it does iiuleed represent Amymone, is L/MC Amymone 83, on which Poseidon accosts a girl 
with a hydria, (-.470 uc; otherwise we have a flurry of images of the scene from c.460 hc: lAMC 
Amymone 1. 17-19, 86. Amymone with the satyr: lAMCi Amymone 12-16. Note that lAMC Arche- 
moros 8 (c.330 hc) shows 1 lypsipyle dropping her hydria as she discovers Opheltes-Archemorus being 
devoured hy the serpent. 
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particularly of the Hydra that came to protect it, with its multiple necks springing 
forth IVom its central body, and typically, as we have seen, in multiples of three 
(Ch. 1). I'here is a significant degree, then, to which spring and serpent are 
identified. And we can take the identification further. Propertius, in partly obscure 
lines, suggests that one of Amymone’s streams flowed forth though the golden 
vessel Amymone dropped."Phis curious detail must, in some way, correspond 
with Aristonicus of Tarentum’s information that the Hydra’s middle head—its 
immortal one, according to Apollodorus—was golden.'“ Clearly there was a 
notion that the Hydra’s central head had somehow originated in the water-pot, 
and that it was in its whole an embodiment of the spring itself 1 hesitate to suggest 
that the tradition may be making wordplay between Hydra and hydria (‘water- 
pot’), since the latter term does not eictually feature in any of the relevant literary 
sources, though a conscious linking of the terms may have underpinned a lost vase 
of c.565-550 BC, on which Heracles’ battle with the Hydra was attended by Athene 
holding a hydria.' '^ However, a three-way identification between spring, girl, and 
serpent may be implied by Lucian, who repeatedly describes Amymone as she 
goes to fetch her water with tlie term hydrophoros and its cognates: ‘water¬ 
bearing’? ‘Hydra-bearing’?' The motifs of this tradition have a kaleidoscopic 
relationship with those of the traditions relating to the head of the Clorgon. 
Apollodorus tells that since the middle of the Hydra’s nine heads was immortal, 
and could not be destroyed, so Heracles hacked it off and buried it under a heavy 
rock on the road that led to Elaeus. Similarly Pausanias tells us that Medusa’s still- 
active and still-dangerous (if not exactly immortal) head was buried under a heap 
of earth in Argos—presumably for protective purposes.' ' ' Apollodorus I'urlher 
tells of a special talisman that protected the city of Tegea: ‘Heracles received from 
Athena a lock of the (iorgon in a bronze water-jar (hydria) and gave it to Sterope 
the daughter of Cepheus and told her that if an army attacked, she should hold the 
lock up three times from the city walls without looking forwards herself, and 
she would thus rout the enemy.’"-’ A lock of the Gorgon’s hair is, presumably, 
precisely a serpent-head, and here too we find it associated with a metal water-jar. 

By the time of the rationalizing late Latin tradition, the Hydra has become fully 
identified with its spring: Servius and others tell that the Hydra was an imaginative 
elaboration of a spring that burst forth to deluge a local city with its torrential 
waters; every time Heracles tried to stop up one of its channels, i.e. cut off one ol 
its heads, many more burst forth; eventually he dried it up by setting lire to its 
surrounding environment. 


' Propertius 2. 26. 45-30. 

* “ Aristonicus of rarcntuin (ipitd Photius Bibliolhcca cod. 190 (Ptolemy son of 1 lej-'haestion/ 
Ptolemy Cdiennos), 147b22-8. Aristonicus can he dated only by the terminus ante constitutetl by 
Ptolemy (diennos himself, whose floruit coincided either with the Neronian-Plavian one (ao 54 - 96) or 
the'IVajanic-Hadrianic one (ad 98-138): see Sudu s.v. 'ICnnifiix'tbiTnr and s.v. 11 toA( fuiidc respectively. 
Immortality of the middle head: Apollodorus Bibliotheea 2. 5. 2; cf Pediasimus 2. See f urther below, on 
treasure. 

/./MC 1 lerakles 1996. 

' * ' I.ucian l)i<do^ues in the Sea 8. 

‘ " Pausanias 2. 21. 5-7. 

’ Apollodorus IMbliothceu 2. 7. 3; cf. also Pausanias 8. 47. 5. Discussion at Ogden 2008u; 104 5. 

’ Servius on Virgil Aeneid 6. 287, I.actantius Placidus on Statius ’I’liebuid 1. 38-1, f irst Vatican 
Mythographer 1. 62. 
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1’he potential associations of the Delphic drakori (in its various manifestations) 
with water-sources are more numerous but more slight. In the Homeric Hymn 
to Apollo we learn that the baby Apollo killed the Delphic drakaina at a ‘sweetly 
flowing spring’, i.e. Castalia.’’^ However, whilst Castalia is occasionally 
mentioned in subsequent literature indirectly in connection with Apollo’s battle 
against the Delphic drakCm, now become Python,it is never suggested that the 
serpent guards the spring as such, as opposed to the oracle.‘ Did the Delphic 
driikCm have any special bond with the spring-nymph 7‘elphusa? 'Fhe case is 
tenuous. When, in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, Apollo is initially minded to 
found his temple at the spring, its nymph persuades him rather to move on to the 
different location of Crisa, thus sending Apollo into the path of the serpent. Apollo 
retrospectively takes this for a deliberate and malicious act of deception, and 
punishes the nymph by burying her in rock. On the one hand the tale meiy suggest 
a bond between 1 elphusa and the serpent, as they work in cahoots, and here we 
may bear in mind the malicious reading of the Dirce-'Phebe vase discussed above; 
on the other it seems to make the point quite emphatically that their homes are in 
distinct locations.A third candidate for the Delphic drakons privileged water 
source is the river Pleistos, into which Castalia flows. 'I’he river is seemingly 
connected with Python by Callimachus: ‘the great snake. . . that beast of dreadful 
jaw, slithering down from Pleistos, wreathes snowy Parnassus with nine coils’.*’’ 
'I’here is some indication of a spring in association with Python in his iconog¬ 
raphy: an Attic lekythos of c'.470 ik: shows baby Apollo shooting Python from his 
mother’s arms: Python, crudely drawn in this, his earliest extant image, coils 
round the ornphcdos before a cave entrance (?) and adjacently to a tree.'"’“ The lost 
Apulian amphora of the earlier fourth century nc, preserved in a drawing, showed 
a rearing Python confronting Leto, her two babies in her arms, before two piled- 
stone structures (Fig. 1.4). 4’hat on the left, immediately behind Python, forms an 
archway and therefore represents his cave-lair. 4'hat on the right, an independent 
cone, surely represents a spring.' Of great interest, for all its lateness, is a coin of 
'frajan Decius (c.ad 249-51), on which Apollo shoots at a rampant Python who 
stands before a pile of rocks, out of which grows a tree, and on top of which sits a 
naiad. Lambrinudakis and Palagia think they can detect water flowing over the top 
of the pile of rocks on which the nymph sits.* ’* 


Homeric Hymn (3) to Apollo 300-6. I'onlenrose 1939: 372 identifies the Homeric Hymn's spring 
ratlier vvitli 'I'elpliusa. 

'I'Airipides Iphiyenio in 'Hnirh 1234-37, esp. 1236, certainly implies tliat the spring in question is 
(iastalia, but admittedly he lias tlie ratlier distinct Python tale in view. Note also Statius 'Hiebaid 
I. 362-71, h'ontenrose 1939: 347 n. 3 is misleading in this regard. 

’ 'I'he serpent explicitly guards the oracle at Apollodorus liihliotheca I. 4. I, Aelian Varia Historia 
3. I, hypothesis Pindar Pylliians c. Kahil 1966: 488 and 1994: 610 however does regard the serpent as 
guardian ol the spring. 

' Homeric Hynm (3) to Apollo 242-76, 373-87; cl. l-’ontenrose 1959: 308, 366-74, 546-7, all highly 
speculative, and conteiuling that l elphusa was herself also a serpent: the strongest reason lor supposing 
that this may have been the case is the fact that a scholium to Sophocles Antigone 126 states that the 
Serpent ol Ares killed by (kidnuis was born ol one Tilphossa hrinys. 

' ’’ Callimachus Hymns 4. 84 93. 

' ’■ I.IMH Apollon 993 Leto 29a ^ Python 3. 

/.//V/(; Apollon 993 - l.elo 31 - Python I. 

' ’’ I.IMH Apollon lOOIc, with l.ambrinudakis and Palagia I984 ad loc. 
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Also worthy of note here is one of the miracle inscriptions from the Asclepieion 
of Lebena in Crete, dating to the first or second century lu:. It praises Asclepius lor 
having manifested himself to guide Ins worshippers in bringing water to his 
sanctuaiy. First he discovered some springs for them, and helped his worshippers 
locate them in the waking world by sending a divine snake ithcioii ophiii) to guide 
them to them.’ ’'’ 


TRFASURE WmiOUT, 'rRBASURF Wri HlN 


Drakontes were held to make outstanding natural guardians, and of far more 
than the springs just considered. The sacred snake of the Athenian acropolis 
acquired the epithet ‘house-watcher’ (oik-ouros opiris), whilst Apollonius of 
Rhodes gave the epithet ‘fore-watcher’ iphr-ouros ophis) to Ladon, and Huphorion 
gave him the epithet ‘garden-watcher’ ikep-ouros)f'"^' Late antique scholars, 
making explicit an association that had been implicit since the time ol' Flomer, 
etymologized the word drakori with reference to derkotiKU (aorist participle: 
drakdri)y ‘see’, ‘look at’, ‘flash a look’, thereby making the drakdii a ‘starer’ in 
origin and by definition; most modern scholars believe they were in point of fact 
right, though the present one remains doubtful.Festus accordingly told that 
serpents were great guardians of things, including treasure, because constantly 
watchful and awake; Artemidorus told that in dreams the dnikoti signified, inter 
alia, ‘wealth and money on account of the fact that it is set upon treasuries 


Inscriplioncs C.reticdc i.l7 no. 21 (== SdDl 3088 = R. 1 Icr/og 1031: 33 | Wl.cb 1] - '1791 I'dclslcin). 
I'or the importance of water-sources in sanctuaries of Asclepius see (^ole 1088. 

‘Aristophanes Lysislnita 738-0; Ajiollonius Aryoiuiulicd 1131; I'ui-diorion l’13 l Rowell ^ 118 
Lightfoot. 

' With hi)(u<('jt\ (SpaKoi-Toc, compare (3e/>Ko/Hu’s zero-grade aorist participle dii(ihorr>n, 

though note the difference in accentuation. Ancient scholars on the etymology: Restus Pc vcrhontni 
sigiiijicdtd 67 M, 110 M, Porphyry Dc db<<tidcntid 3. 8, Macrohius Siiturtuilid 1. 20. 11, schol. 
Aristophanes Wcdllh 733, illyniologiciiin Ciudiiuiuniy lHydiologicuui Pdrvuni, I'.lyinologicuni Mdgduni 
s.v. hf)di<ojv\ cf. also Cornutus 'I'hcologidc Grdccdc conipcniiidni 33 and Rusehius Prucpurdtio cviingclicd 
3. 11. 26. 'I'he etymology is surely implicit already at 1 lomer Iliad 22. 03-3 (hiuiKior... cilci>i)<uV<h’ dc 
cf. also Homer Iliiul 11.36-0 (Agamemnon’s (lorgon shield, dciivov depKopenp has a dpcu<o>r 
strap); 1 lesiod 'I'lieogony 823-8 (the terms dpuKoi'Toc and dcpKoiuvom indirectly associated in a 
description of Typhon). The etymology is approved by Kiister 1013: 37 -8, Prevot 1033: 233-33, 
R()hrich 1081: 780, Bodson 1078: 72, 1081: 63-8 (drawing attention to the relatively prominent eyes 
of the Pour lined snake she wishes to identify with the dp<u<(»i'), 1-vans 1087: 20, Sancassano 1006: M'>- 
62, Bile 2()()(): 12-1-6. jacques 2002: 137, Gourmelen 2001: 108 n. 1-11, Chantraine 2000 s.v. depnopeu, 
and Beekes 2010 s.v. dpuKow, LS) s.v. dpciKcor regard it as jirobable; brisk 1060 72 s.v. dpnKoiv is 
sceptical. The Ptytnobgiciini Gudidnuni ajul the litymologicuni Maguufu s.v. oV>if, seemingly building 
on notions about dcpKopcn, similarly derive d<f)ic trom the lamiliar op root denoting vision: rntpa ro 
OTTTO;, dnTiKc'n’ yap ro I,bey. It is possible that is in actuality etymologically related to t'xa. ’viper’ 
(cf . Rchidna), though the case is not a simple one. Discussion at (Tantraine 2000 and Beekes 2010 --..v. 
ecfiic. Sancassano 1006 makes a number of j^oints in relation to this material. In particular, she notes 
that the accentual differentiation between dpnKor and dp<u«!)y tlisatqiears in the shared genitive i-jlural 
form, dpcucdyroir (36 7), and suggests that the term dpdK«>y may have develojvd as a euphemistic, 
kenning replacement for an original term that had become taboo as a result ol fear ol or reverence 
for tbe creature, comjiaring it with the Latin serpens, in origin the present parlici|de of serpo, ’crawl 
(37-62). 
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(thesciuroiy; and Macrobius told that the serpent was continuously watchful like 
the sun, which was why they were entrusted with the guarding of inner sancta 
(adyta), oracles, and treasuries. I’he commonplace of the treasure-guarding dra- 
kori is celebrated in another Aesopic fable, first attested by the Augustan Phaedrus, 
but probably far more ancient, which at first seems to mock the notion as absurd 
before giving it a grim justification. A fox digging its hole uncovers a draco in the 
furthest recess of its hidden treasury (thesauri). The fox apologizes for the 
disturbance but asks the serpent what it profits from its guarding. Nothing, the 
serpent declares, but the task is imposed upon it by Zeus. 4'he fox concludes that 
the serpent and human misers alike are born under angry gods. The common¬ 
place was noted too by Philostratus, when speaking of an imaginary gold- 
guarding drakon which he compares to the Colchis drakon, Ladon and even the 
drakon of the Athenian Acropolis, which remains there for its love of the golden 
cicadas the Athenians wear in their hair: ‘for this creature is said to be keen on 
gold, and to love and hug close whatever golden thing it sees’. 

Ladon and the Colchis drakon resemble each other strongly in their canonical 
representations: they both typically hang in a tree (which in the case of other great 
drakontes might have symbolized a spring) to guard a golden treasure that also 
hangs there and is definable by the term melon, ‘apple’ or ‘sheep’ (Ch. 5). But let us 
not forget Hesiod’s unique, tantalizing image of Ladon sitting, Fafnir-like, on his 
golden apples in his hole deep in the earth. 

rhe notion that serpents should be natural guardians of treasure and treasuries 
also found practical expression in the sanctuaries of Asclepius and other angui- 
form gods. A fragmentary epigram inscribed on a statue base of the third or 
second century bc at Fpidaurus declares: ‘His hitherland [i.e. Sicyon or the 
Achaean League] set up this drakon, the monstrous father of the hero Aratus, to 
be a guardian of possessions.’This drakon statue evidently guarded the temple 
treasury. Drakontes often seem to have decorated offertories (these too called 
ihesauroi) in such shrines too. From the temple of Asclepius and Hygieia at 
Ptolemais in F’gypt there survives the heavy black granite lid of a round 
receptacle, now in the C’airo Museum. 4’he upper part of the lid consists of a 
rampant serpent, and in the centre of its coils is a worn coin-slot 4 cm in width 
(Fig. 4.2).’^’’ F'rom the Sarapeum on Delos hails a round offertory of white marble 
on a rectangular base. A bronze ornament, inevitably a drakon, was once attached 
to it. Below its coin-slot an inscription, dated by its letter forms to the late third or 
early second century bc:, tells that the box was dedicated by Ctesias of Tenos, at 


t-estus l)c vcrboruni signif'iciitii 67 M, 110 M; Aiieiniclorus Oncirocritica 2. 13 (cf. Herzog 1907; 
213); Macrobius Saluriml'm 1. 20. 1- 4; Phaedrus 4. 21 (no. 318 Perry; cl. riionipson 1966 B11.6.2); 
Philostratus Ituniiincs 2. 17. 6 (d. rhudycides 1. 6 for the cicadas). 

'’■* Hesiod I'hcogony 333-6. I'afiiir: see Introduction. The treasure-guarding dragon in lolk-tale 
more generally; R()hrich 1981; 79-4. 

IC iv - 622 (R. I lerzog 1931; 37 | W71)); \"Hpr /Ifuiroif) TTfAdjpioi' roKrpL] / (eTce 6p(iKn\'T<i 

TTdrptc iLovd KTcdt'(n\'. Arbitrary though 1 lerzog’s supplements may initially seem, the ‘monstrous’ 
thing associated with Aratus surely can only he his dnikon-slrc, known from Pausanias 2. 10. 3, 4. 14; cf. 
Ch. 9. 

1902-3; 140, with figure, R. I lerzog 1907; 212-13 with pi. 1.3, Nilsson 1947; 303, 
Rielhmiiller 2003; i. 239, ii. 403. Mitropoulou 1977; 196-7 no. 3 with fig. 104 is evidently the same 
object, hut here it is described simply as a bronze votive. 
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Fig. 4.2. Black granite offertory lid in the form of a snake from the Asclepieion at 
Ptolemais. 'There is a central coin slot. Ckiiro Museum. Redrawn hy Friko Ogden. 


Sarapis’ behest, to Sarapis hiniselt, Isis and Anubis, and then reads: Don t be 
shocked when you look at me, visitor, even though 1 look fierce. For by day and all 
night long 1 guard this sacred offertory 1 have coiled around, since 1 am unsleep¬ 
ing. But be joyful and put whatever you would like in your heart through my 
mouth and into my capacious body.'‘^’“ 

Inasmuch as drakontes were ideal guardians ol wealth, so they were ideal 
disbursers of it. I'he late fifth century saw the rise ol a group of wealth- and 
plenty-bestowing anguiform deities, such as Zeus Meilichios, Zeus Ktesios, and 
Agathos Daimon, who will form the subject of Chapter 8. F.ven Asclepius, an 
anguiform god concerned with healing rather than the bestowal of wealth, was 
credited with a special ability to locate treasure. One of the (4th-cent. lu;) Fpidaur- 
ian miracle inscriptions reworks a well-worn ancient folk-tale: a man buries a 
treasure only to die before he can reveal its location to his wife. She incubates with 
Asclepius, and the god tells her how to find it: she must watch for the noon 


/(/ xi.4, 1247; hcnicrios, ‘by day’, imniodialely succeeding aiul slaiuliug in conlrast [o 
‘fierce,’ is suggestive of//en/eros, ‘lame’, ‘gentle’. See (’-h. 8 for die anguiform manifestations of Saiapis 
and Isis. Also from Delos, from before the porlicus of Philippus, hails a small cylindrical marble 
offertory, published at 1 lalzfeld 1912: 201-2 with fig. 1. It was dedicated by Varius in around 100 lu., to 
a god unspecified. Two snakes are carved on its convex tt>p, aiul a bronze caduceus is attached to the 
slot between them. A collection box for Hermes, he of the caduceus, or perhaps for Agathos Daimon. 
who was also associated with it (see (4i. 8)? See Nilsson 1947: .M)3-7 for these and other items of 
interest. 
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shadow cast by the head of a stone lion near their home in the month of 
'I’hargelion, and dig beneath. 

But there was also a notion that drakontes could incorporate treasure in their 
own body. The (ireeks and Romans were familiar with the widespread folk belief 
that certain serpents at any rate contained precious jewels in their heads.This is 
attested for the Greeks first by the early Hellenistic Posidippus, whose epigram on 
a white-flecked intaglio engraved with the image of a chariot observes that, ‘the 
well-bearded head of a serpent once contained this stone’.Pliny and Solinus 
preserve the third-century lu: Sotacus’ account of the dracontias stone. The 
snake’s brain crystallizes into the stone upon death, but if the snake knows it is 
about to die, it resentfully prevents the transformation. So hunters lull the serpent 
to sleep by scattering soporific drugs before its hole, and then lop its head off to 
secure the stone. It is transparent and unworkable. The kings of the orient are 
particularly keen on the stones, and Sotacus claimed to have seen an example 
owned by one such.*^’^' Philostratus locates the hunt in India, d’he drakontes in 
question have golden scales and beards and their bodies accordingly rustle like 
bronze as they burrow. The hunters, he maintains, cast not drugs before their 
holes but red cloths embroidered with spells in gold. The stones come in every 
colour, and have the power ot the ring of Gyges: i.e. they confer invisibility on 
their wearer.Lucan probably has a similar phenomenon in mind when he refers 
to, amongst the Thessalian witch Fffictho’s outlandish magical ingredients, the 
‘viper born in the Red Sea |i.e. the Indian Ocean], guardian {custos) of a precious 
peaiT.‘^’“ It is just conceivable that these ideas have been shaped by contact with 
actual Indian beliefs about wealth-bringing Naga-rajas (cobra-kings): these were 
held to carry a jewel in their hoods, and to live in the jewelled underwater 
kingdom of Nagaloka.'^’^^ 

1 he great drakontes were sometimes thought to incorporate gold in their own 
bodies. Such a notion may underlie the frequent descriptions of their scales. 


l:MI IK). {(.) 46; the (ragnientary EMI no. (C!) 63 also evidently spoke ol the recovery of some 
gold. I'or the folk-tale type in the ancient and early medieval periods, see Herodotus 5. 92 fPeriander 
and Melissa); Apopiiliie^niata Sdiicti Macarii, PCt 34. 244-3 (St Macarius); Rufinus Ecclesiastical 
I listeny 10. 3, Socrates l-.cclcsiastical History 1.12, Sozomenos Ecclesiastical History 1.11. 4-3, Rhotius 
Eibliotlieca cod. 236 (- P(l 104, 1 12, summarizing the anonymous Acts of Metrophanes and Alexander, 
7th cent, au?) (St Spyridon); Augustine l)e cura pro niortiiis gerenda 13 (Milanese tale); 'ralmud 
heiachot 18b (Zeeraj). In all ol these the dead person’s ghost is called up to reveal the location of the 
tieasLire. R. Herzog 1931: 114-23 has broader sets ol international parallels. 

See Henkin 1943 and, tor the wider folk beliel, S. 'I'hompson 1966: B11.2.14 (dragons with jewels 
in the head, with Irish exempla), B101.7, 1U08.2 (snakes with jewels in the head). 

Positlippus at (ircek Anthology Appemlix 3. 79 ^ Posidippus no. 13 Austin-Bastianini. 

Pliny Natural History 37. 138, Solinus He Mirabilius Mitndi 30. 16-18; cf. also Cyra}iides 4. 63 
(TTf/jf vhpov), Isidore of Seville Etymologies 16. 14. 7. 

Idiilostratus Apollonius 3. 8. (low 1934: 198 n. 2 notes that Philostratus’ description ol the stone 
suggests an opal, though opals do not occur in India, where his tale is set. Ring of Ciyges: Plato Republic 
339d 360b, 612b. Aelian Nature of Aniifuils 6. 33 also attributes the Pgyptians with spells {cTmoibai) to 
draw snakes from their holes. 

kucan 6. 677-8. 

Vogel 1926:23-30, 148, 173 -4, 198. Note in particular the 1 st-3th-century ad story ol the Naga- 
raja (;amj)eyya at Campeyya Jataka 435-6; cf. Vogel 1926: 21-2, Cozad 2004: 96-104. 
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foreheads, or crests as ‘golden’;'indeed Philostratus appropriately makes his 
imaginary drakons golden colour the cause of its own love of gold.Sometimes, 
it seems, gold was imagined to reside, like the jewels, in the drakons head, and 
perhaps a golden crest could be emblematic of this. Already from the mid filth 
century ik: in the iconography of hadon his relatively slender body and often 
bulbous head can appear to merge with the apple tree around which he coils, with 
his body resembling the branches and his head the golden apples, and this effect 
can be magnified, of course, when the serpent is depicted as multi-headed.'As 
we have seen, Aristonicus of 1’arentum, writing prior to the first- or second- 
century AD Ptolemy Chennos, maintained that the Hydra’s middle head was 
golden, and there may have been a tradition that this originated in the golden 
water-pot dropped by Amymone.'^'^ 

We may be able to reconstruct a belief that the Serpent of Ares also contained or 
was comprised of metal. On the one hand, Cadmus is said to have been the 
discoverer of both gold and bronze, and, compatibly with the latter, to have been 
the first to use a helmet and shield against the Creeks in battle;'"' on the other, the 
canonical version of his myth has him killing the serpent (and similarly the 
earthborn men that sprang from its teeth) with stones (Ch. I).''"’ Might we 
infer that, having necessarily killed the serpent with a stone in a pre-metal 
world, Cadmus discovered gold or bronze in the carcass, and was then able to 
exploit the latter in war? In addition to giving the Serpent ol Ares a golden crest, 
Ovid compares its weapon-repelling scales to a cuirass (lorica): does the compari¬ 
son knowingly anticipate the arms into which the serpent’s body will subsequently 
be turned?'''^' The parallel of I lorn Siegfried, who gives himself an invincible 
horny skin by smearing the blood of the slain dragon Pafnir over himself, or else a 
substance that oozes from the immolated carcasses of a serpent host, presses itself 
upon us (Introduction). And was the serpent’s metal transmitted to the serpent s 


LIMC I Icraklcs 2726 (Apulian vase, 330-330 lu;, l.aclon’s golden scales); Virgil Acncid 3. H7 (the 
Anchises serpent’s golden scales); Ovid Mctiiniorpliosa; 3. 32 (Serpent ol Ares goklen crest), lis. 669 
(Asclepius serpent’s golden crest), Statius Thcbdiil 3. 510-1 I (Serpent ol Neinea s golden lorehead or 
probably crest), Philostratus Inuigiiics 3 (golden and purple scales of the driikontcs sent against baby 
Heracles), Orphic Argonauticd 929 ((Colchis ilrakon's golden scales). 

Philostratus2. 17. 6. 

See in particulaiO./AlC Ladon i 12 (430-430 ik:), where a two-headed serpent seems to merge 
fully with its tree; LIMC Ladon i 13 (c.430 ik;), where a three-headed serpent mimics the spreading 
l)ranches of the tree in which it sits; IdMC. I lesperides 3 (380-360 ik:), where the single headeil 
serpent’s coils are closely aligned with the branches that spilt from the trees trunk; I lerakles 

2695 (4th cent, ik;), where on a relief vase it is strangely dillicult to distinguish Ladon s head Irom the 
surrounding ajiples. 

Aristonicus ol ’farentum /•'(//// 37 11 apud Photius liihliolhccd cod. 190 (Ptolemy son ol 
I iephaestion/ Ptolemy (Chennos), 147b22-8. 

Conon I'drl I 26 l-l, xxxvii (arms); Pliny Ndtural History?. 197 ((iadnuis discovered mining and 
the smelting of gold at Mt. Pangaeus); Ilyginus Vidndac 274. 4 (bron/e). 

’ (Cadmus kills a serpent with rock: relerences in (Ih. 1. (.'adnuis makes the Sjxutoi kill each other 
by throwing a stone amongst them: e.g. Pherecydes 22a I'owler, Nonnus nionysiacd 4. 421 63. (.admus 
was also credited with the invention of (.juarrying: Pliny Ndtural History 1. lO'^. 

' Ovid Metamorphoses 3. 32, 63. 
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children, the Spartoi, via the sowing of its teeth? Is this why they sprang up ready- 
armed?'^^ 


AFTER THE SEAYING: RESTEJ’Ud’ION, 
MEMORIALIZATION, AND NEW BEGINNINGS 

'The great drn/con-slaying stories could serve as vehicles of explanation for the 
cults, institutions, and the cities the Greeks found around them: the drakon was 
gone, but now there was something else in its place, a memorial or an act of 
compensation with continuing significance. We have already considered the 
memorialization oi' drakontes in the features of the landscape they once inhabited. 

The killing of the Delphic drakon was elaborately memorialized, and in at least 
five ways. F’irst, in the tomb established for him. Varro told that the omphalos, at 
the heart of Delphi and indeed the world, was considered to be Python’s tomb.' "'^ 
'fhe tradition probably goes back at least to the mid fourth century hc, since a coin 
of 346-339 HC shows the serpent coiling around it.A Pompeian mural in the 
House of the Vettii subsequently depicts Apollo celebrating his victory whilst 
Python’s carcass drapes over the omphalosd^^^ I’he tripod too could be associated 
with the serpent’s body. Hyginus tells that having killed Python, Apollo deposited 
the serpent’s bones in his temple in a tripod cauldron—which we are presumably 
to understand as the Pythia’s tripod.'^' Dionysius Periegetes speaks of the coil of 
the Uirakon Delphyne leaning against the god’s tripod, whilst a series of ancient 
scholars explain that the tripod was draped in the Python’s hide.As we have 
noted, the living Python was commonly depicted as winding around Apollo’s 
tripod in the god’s imperial iconography.'^^ 


14ierecydcs 22a l-owler U'ottXk fUvoi)., I Icllanicus I’ la l-'owler (A'ottAoi), Idiripicles l^hocnissac 671 
{■ndt'onAat'), 939 (x7>i^co7rT/Ar;/ca), Heraclitus Dc iucrcdilUnis 19 (rVoTrAoj). 

Varro Dc lingud I^dtina 7. 17; so too Ilesychius s.v. TofJn\> ftowoc. Cd. Harrison 1899: 225-31 
and 1‘onlcnrose 1939: 377, who guesses that the oinphdhs was intended to represent a Mycenean 
beehive tonih. 

/iyV/CC Central Greece, Delphi no. 30, p. 29 and pi. •120; cf I-ontenrose 1959: 617. A Pompeian 
mural subsequently shows a superb Python coiling around the oniphdlos: LIMC Apollon/Apollo 336. 

I.IMC Apollon/Apollo 336 = Python 7. 

1 lyginus VdbiiUic I-IO; so too Servius on Virgil Acneid 3. 360. 

Dionysius Periegetes -141-5. Servius on Virgil Acneid 3. 92, 6. 347, Lactanitus Placidus on Statius 
llichdid 1. 309, l-ustathius on Dionysius Periegetes 441, 'I'hird Vatican Mythographer 8. 5. On some 
(.rotoniate staters of •120-380 ik; the tripod separates the living Python from the baby Apollo, who aims 
his bow at him: I.IMC Apollon 1000 = Python 4. A late-Hellenistic relief cup from Pergamum also 
dejiicts Python rearing uj^ beside the trijiod; there are traces of a male figure, probably Apollo shooting 
him with his bow: I.IMC Aj^ollon 999. Nonnus DionysidCd 9. 237-60 speaks of the snake being coiled 
around the tripod. Rival traditions of at least similar antiquity curiously made the oniphdlos or again 
the tripod the place rather of Dionysus’ burial after his slaying at Delphi by Perseus. 'I'he (nnphdlos itself 
as the tomb of Dionysus: 'I'atian Ovdtion dyninst (hc Greeks 8. 4. Perseus kills Dionysus at Delphi and 
buries him beside the tripod: Dinarchus of Delos hCrll 399 I'la d (4th cent, lu;); Philochorus I'GrII 
328 l /’h )ohn Malalas pp. 44-3 Dindorf; Plutarch Mondid 363a; schol. Aratus Plidenonieiui p. 108 
Martini, Salmanticensis 233. Discussion at Pontenrose 1939: 374-6 and Ogden 2008^/: 28-32. 

for Python winding around the tripod see LIMC Apollo 39f, 39n, 209, Apollon/Apollo 197, 
373a, 182. 319. Note also I.IMC Apollo 499a, an imperial-period glass cameo with a frontally facing 
Python sitting in the tripod. 
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Secondly, there was the Septerion festival and its re-enactment of the killing of 
Python. Delphi’s puzzling eight-yearly Septerion festival seems to have consti¬ 
tuted, for some at any rate, a memorialization of the killing of Python—and 
perhaps, therefore, some sort of compensation for it. The words devoted to this 
festival by Plutarch, who was himself a priest at Delphi, should carry weight. He 
explains that the festival is a re-enactment of the god’s battle against Python and 
the following flight and chase to Tempe after the battle, where he found Python 
dead.^^'* Plutarch elsewhere mentions in connection with this festival a round 
structure erected at Delphi every eight years that, he suggests, did not represent, as 
some believed, the nest-like den of the drakori, but rather ‘the primitive circular 
house of an ancient king’.^'"^*' 'Phis structure is evidently to be identified with the 
skerie, ‘tent’ or ‘hut’, of the brigand Python, with the byname ol Drakon, that 
Strabo, quoting Ephorus, tells us the Delphians burned ‘still now, to make 
remembrance of what happened at that time’. One thinks of Bonfire Night. It is 
not clear whether the ‘still now’ belonged to kiphorus, writing in the fourth 
century, or to Strabo, writing at the turn of the era. Ephorus’ brigand Python- 
Drakon, Plutarch’s ancient king, and Pausanias’ plundering Pythes, son ol the 
Euboean king Krios, would seem to have been parallel humanoid rationalizations 
of the serpent Python. Presumably what the rationalizers held to be the house of 
the king, the non-rationalizers held to be the nest of the serpent. 

Thirdly, there was the establishment of the Pythian Games. It may be implicit in 
Ovid’s account of Apollo’s killing of Python that he established the Pythian 
Games as a sort of recompense for it; “fhe games were called Pythian, alter the 
name of the defeated serpent... Eor Hyginus the Pythian games were insti¬ 
tuted by Apollo specifically as funeral games ihidos fiinebres) for Python.*”” P'or 
Glement of Alexandria the Pythian drakon received worship and the Pythian 
festival itself was a festival for the snake (ophis). But the latter was certainly a 
festival for Apollo, and Clement appears to be refocusing the festival and its 
worship around the serpent to make them more gratifyingly oppositional for 
Christianity.*”^^ Eor the seventh-century ad )ohn ol Antioch the games were 
instituted in memory either of the drakon Delphynes or an ancient heroine 
Delphyne.*'^^* 

Eourthly, the killing of the Delphic drakon was memorialized in song at the 
Pythian Games, d’he Pythian festival incorporated a musical competition in the 
‘Pythian measure (nornos)\ a measure principally for the aulos (double oboe) that 
represented Apollo’s battle with the drakon. A laurel crown was offered as a prize. 
Strabo, Pollux, and the Pindar scholia give us three different examples ol the 
measure. All are divided into five movements, which can themselves be subdiv¬ 
ided in turn, and these movements represent the different stages of the battle 

Plutarch Morulia 293c idrcck Questions 12). P'or a reconstruction ol the Septerion lestival see 
Nilsson 1906: 150-9, llalliday 1928: 65-73, I'ontenrose 1959: -153-5, Detradas 1972: 97 101. 

Plutarch Morolid AIHa. 

l-phorus iXirll 70 P'31b = Strabo C-122-3; Plutarch Morolia -llSa; Pausanias 10. 6. 5-7. 

Ovid Mctdtnorphoscs 1. -146-7; d. Isidore of Seville litydiolo}iics 8. 1 I. 51, where, liowever it is 
said that the ganies celebrate the victory over the seipent named Python. 

Hyginus l-dbuldc 140. 

Olement of Alexandria nrotrcfUieus 2. 34, p. 29P. 

John of Antioch I'iiCi iv. p. 539 1-1.20. 
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narrative. Despite their dilterences, there are strong parallels in themes and 
sequencing between the three examples, and they allow us to get a rough idea of 
the sort of narrative portrayed: prominent amongst the movements’ themes were: 
the initial battle; Apollo’s challenge to the drakon, or abuse of him; the principal 
battle; Apollo’s victory celebration; the drakons hissing and death.An un¬ 
forced reading of Pollux suggests that the example he supplies is that of Sacadas, 
though he does not explicitly say so.^"^" Sacadas was the victor in the competition 
in the first three newly quadrennial Pythian festivals, namely in 586, 582, and 
578 If Ihe measure is indeed his, then it constitutes importantly early 

evidence for the Delphic serpent (only the Homeric Hymn to Apollo might be 
earlier). Also, a number of myths and legends gathered around the singing of 
direct laments for the drakon. Aristoxenus, writing in the fourth century nc, told 
that the Phrygian Olympus, the legendary pupil of Marsyas, was the first to play 
the dirge (threnos or epikedion) for Python on the flute in Lydian fashion.''^’ T'he 
first- or second-century ad Ptolemy Chennos told how, in what was evidently an 
aetiology of the foundation of the Pythian Games, Hermes and Aphrodite had 
wrestled whilst Apollo himself was singing an epitaphion (funeral hymn) for 
Python. Aphrodite won and received Apollo’s lyre as a prize, which she then 
gave to Alexander-Paris.Clement of Alexandria transmits a pagan tale. 
A festival was being held for the dead drakon at Delphi, and the Locrian Eunomus 
(‘He of good measure’) was singing either a hymn for the serpent or a dirge for it 
in competition and accompanying himself on his kithara in the heat of the day, 
whilst the cicadas were singing under the leaves in the mountains. One of the 
kithara's strings broke, whereupon a cicada perched upon its yoke and chirruped, 
making good the failed string. Eunomus and his competitor were rewarded with 
bronze statues at Delphi. 

And fifthly, as we have seen, Delphi’s byname was held in the tradition already 
found in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo to have derived from and so to encapsulate 
the rotting of the drakon ’s gargantuan carcass. 

1 hese memorializations cast the drakon in the role of a slain hero. Accordingly, 
they are accompanied by an equally elaborate set of traditions relating to Apollo’s 
purification and personal restitution for the killing. 1’he strongest traditions 
located the purification in I’hessaly. 'Hie third-century nc Aristonous told that 
Apollo was purified in lempe by the will of Zeus. I’he significance of Tempe was 
presumably either that, as Lucan tells, this was where the serpent had first come to 
light, or more probably that, as Plutarch tells, this was where Apollo came upon 


Slrabo C,-42l-2 (the I’ylliian nonios ofl'iniosthtMies, admiral of Ptolemy Pliiladelphus); l\dlux 
()no})i(islicon -1. 78-9, 4. 84; hyj>olhcsis Pindar Pylhians a. Cf. Pontcnrose 1959: 156-8, P'lirlev and 
Bremer 2001: i. 91-7, 334-6. 

Compare Pollux (hnwhistico)i 4. 78-9 with 4. 84. 

'''' Pausanias 2. 22. 8, 10. 7. 4, Pollux Ommiasticon 4. 78; cf. also iPlutarch] Oti Music 1134a-c, 
1 1 3:'>c, 1 lovvever, Pontenrose 1959: 456, 458 would prefer to see the example preserved by the Pindaric 
hypothesis as the oldest, in view of the leature it makes of Dionysus 

Aristoxenus h80 VVehrli - [Plutarch) Moruliu (On Music) 1136c. Olympus as pupil ol Marsyas: 
Stutu S.V. ^ui’tmAt'nr rrt vlh'y (ofta'. 

'''■ Ptolemy Chennnos upud Photius cod. 190, at p. 153a Bekker. 

(lenient ol Alexandria J^rolrcplicus 1. 1, ji. 2P. 

M-AcvoWms Suturnuliu 1. 17.50. 
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the body of the dead Python, after he had fled wounded from Delphi.*I'he 
third-second-century bc Anaxandrides of Delphi told that Apollo became a 
servant (sc. to the Thessalian Admetus of Pherae) in compensation for killing 
the Delphic drakon.^'^'^ But other places too claimed the credit for the purification: 
Argos, Sicyon, and even Crete.“^*** All these traditions seem to speak of an Apollo 
who is of at least adolescent age, though the predominant traditions of the killing 
itself present him as a babe in arms at the time (Ch. 1). 

Acts of purification, restitution, and memorialization were similarly needed 
after Cadmus’ slaying of the Serpent of Ares. 'The god demanded compensation 
for the Idlling of his son and so Cadmus was indenUired to him for eight years 
(much as Apollo had to become indentured to Admetus similarly for eight 
years after killing Python). According to pAiripides at any rate, some sort of cull 
was established in honour of the serpent: his Menoeceus affirms that he will 
sacrifice himself by casting himself down into the deep dark (i.e. cave-like?) 
precinct (sekos) of the drakdrif^^ Strikingly, the dead serpent was replaced in 
various ways with new serpents. To begin with. Ares or Athene or CkKlmus at the 
behest of one of them replaces the slain serpent by producing a new generation, 
the Spartoi, from its teeth; though Cadmus goes on to destroy these loo, and by the 
parallel gesture of throwing a stone again.“**“ Whilst not physically described, 
these men would seem to have retained some vestige of their serpent parent 
(consideration of their arms aside): the five survivors were Oudaios and C’hlho- 
nios, both of whose names signify ‘Of the liarth’, Pelor(os), ‘Monster’, Hyperenor 
(os), ‘Overbearing’, and, most interestingly, their chief hchioidos), ‘Viper-man’ 
iechis: viper)."**' So Cadmus luust eventually make good the loss by becoming a 
serpent himself, along with his wife Marmonia. Nonnus makes Ckulmus’ trans¬ 
formation into a drakori the result of a curse made by Ares in anger for his killing 


Aristonous 1. 17-24 Powell; Lucan 6. 407-9, Plutarcli Mornihi 293c Uircck Questions 12); cf. also 
I4ularch Moralia 421c, Aclian Vnria liistoria 3. 1. Discussion at Rolulc 1923: 180-1. 

Anaxandrides of Delphi hXhH 404 F3 = Schol. Luripides Alcestis 1. 

Argos: Statius Thebaid 1.562-71 (Apollo purihed hy king Crotopus). Sicyon: Pausanias 2. 7. 7-8 
(both Apollo and Artemis purihed in Sicyon, and a cult ol Peitho was lounded tliere; lliat botli Apollo 
and /Xrtemis should have required puriheation chimes in with a later 5th-century lu; L.truscan mirror 
from Cerveleri, lAMC Apollon/Aplu 11 - Arteinis/Artumes 51 = Leto/Letun 2 = Python ;•», which has 
both baby Apollo and baby Artemis shooting at a rampant Python). (a ete: Pausanias 2. 7. 8, 2. 30. 3, 10. 
6. 6 (by Carmanor), hypothesis Pindar Pythinns c (by Ohrysothemis); note al.so llonicrii Uynui (3) to 
Apollo 388-530, according to which Apollo chose some Caetan sailors en route to Pylos to be his fiist 
priests and brought them to Delphi in the Ibrm ol a dolphin, dclphi^. 

P.uripides Phocnissac 1006-12; cf. 1315. See Vian 1963: 116-18. 

Stesiochorus 1-195 PMCi/Canipbcll (Athene), Pherecydes l-22a -b l-owler ((.admus, at the behest 
of Ares and Athene), Luripides licnules 252-3 (Ares), 1 lellanicus Lla l-owler (Ares, (.admus) l-;-'l 
(Athene, (aidmus), Apollonius Aryoiidutico 3. 1176-90 ((a\dmus), Diodorus 19. 53. 4-:'* ((.admus, 
implicit), Ovid Mctatnorplioses 3. 102-5 (Athene, (!admus), Statius 'I'bcbaid 1. 434 ((.admus), 
A}K)llodorus liibliothcca 3. 4. 1 (Athene, Caidmus), Heraclitus Pc iiurcdibilibii^ 19 ((.ailmus, implicit). 
Hyginus I'abidac 178 (Athene, Oadmus), Nonnus Dioiiysioco 4. 401 5, schol. l-.urijiides Phocniti>tic 
1062 (Athene, C^iadmus). 

Pherecydes 22a l-'owler; 1 lellanicus Lla l-owler, Apollodorus lUbliothcui 3. 1. 1,1 lyginus biibiihic 
178, schol. Lairipides Phociiissac 934. Nonnus Dionysioai 4. 401 5, 121 63 has Catlmus protluce 
(anguilbrm?) Oiants by sowing the teeth. Discussion at L(mlenrose 1959: 307, 311 12, (lant/ 1993: 
469-70. 
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of the 'J'heban serpent.’^^’ And there was, perhaps, a third replacement: the 
Euripides scholia assert that Ares inflicted the drakaina-Vdilcd Sphinx with her 
deadly riddles upon d’hebes in lieu of the killed serpent. 

1’he themes of restitution feature heavily in the tales of the Serpent of Nemea. 
'fhe principal act of recompense here is made not for the serpent, but for his killed 
by it, Opheltes-Archemorus. An elaborate tomb and cyclical games are established 
in his honour.“^^^’ 2’he prophecy to which the boy’s death prompts Amphiaraus, 
that the Seven are now themselves doomed, and his renaming of him ‘Beginning 
of Doom’ suggest, at first sight, that the Seven will expiate his death with their 
own.“^^^ But this would be curious, because only by some stretch of the imagin¬ 
ation can the Seven be said to have been responsible for the boy’s death. 
Perhaps Opheltes-Archemorus’ death had originally entailed their doom because 
it obliged them to kill the serpent in revenge, and it was rather this act that sealed 
tlieir fate, as Zeus sought revenge on behalf of liis serpent, much as Ares had 
needed revenge for Cadmus’ killing of his serpent. And perhaps some did hold 
that the games were instituted in the serpent’s honour, a la Delphi, rather than the 
boy’s. 'Phis sort of thinking seems to have underlain the imperial-period claim that 
the games were founded as a response rather to Heracles’ killing of the Nemean 
Lion, which maps onto the death of the serpent rather better than it does onto the 
death of the boy.““‘^ If Amphiaraus’ final transformation into a sometime angui- 
Ibrm deity (Ch. 9) was ever held to have constituted a restitution for the slain 
Serpent of Nemea, as Cadmus’ transformation may have done for his killing of the 
Serpent of Ares, no ancient source affirms it. 

In somewhat kaleidoscoped fashion, the motifs of the Nemean story reappear in 
Statius’ tale of Lamia-Poene-Ker: Psamathe is seduced by Apollo beside the stream 
of Nemea; the baby l.inus is left on the ground and torn apart by animals (dogs); a 
predatory, baby-killing serpent is killed; the god Apollo first demands the life of 
the serpent’s killer, Coroebus, in restitution, but commutes the penalty to an 
instruction to found a city, fripodiskoi; a festival is established, this one too in 
memory of the dead boy rather than the serpent." 


Nonnus [)ionysi(icci 4. 416-20. 

Schol. huripitles Pliocnissiie 1064 (‘Arcs sent the Sphinx because he was angry at the nuirder of 
ihc drakoii ’), 1760 (the sole source for the Sphinx’s drakainiiiiiW). Cf. I'ontenrose 1959: 308. 

Note in particular Aeschylus Ncwiui hi49a Tr(;i-\ Clement Pwlreptkus 2. 34. schol. Pindar 
Ncnicans 8. 85 and hypotheses I -5. .Seiwiiis on Virgil licloyues 6. 68 explains that victors were crowned 
with parsley in the Nemean games in memory ol Archemorus, either because the serpent killed him in 
it or because, as a low-growing plant, it signified the early grief lor his life cut short. For the association 
ol jxirsley with death see Plutarch I'imolcon 26; cf Pache 2004: 198-9, with further references. 

Bacchylides 9. 14 (‘a portent of coming death’), luiripides I lypsipyle 1757 'I'rCd-, Statius Thebaid 
5. 733 -53, schol. Pindar Ncnieaiis hypotheses 1, 3, schol. Clement Proircpticus 2. 34. 

Schol. Pindar Ncnicdiis hyjmthesis 4 does, however, say that the Seven felt themselves respon¬ 
sible lor ()|)heltes-Archemorus death, since they had asked 1 lypsipyle to fetch the water for them. 

Virgil (icorpics 3. 19 with schol. ad loc. In the imjKM ial period too Ojdieltes-Archemorus had t() 
jostle lor his place as the honorand of the Nemean games with others. Aelian Varid historid 4. 5 
unicjuely insists that it was in honour of his grandfather Pronex that the games were initially 
established. Schol. Pindar Ncmcdus hypothesis 3 reports the tradition that they were held in honour 
of falaos, the nephew of Adrastus. (4. Simon 1979: 31. 

Statius I'hchdid 1. 557-668. 
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Even the killing of the Bagrada serpent required restitution. Silius tells that its 
associated naiads were to exact their revenge on Regulus, as we have seen."' ‘ And 
the creature was memorialized too. Its 12()-foot skin was brought to Rome and 
displayed in a temple until the Numantine war (i.e. 133 nc), along with its jaws."'" 

The killing oi' drakontes was often memorialized not merely in the foundation 
of games or festivals» but actually in the foundation of cities."' ' Ckidmus’ founda¬ 
tion of I’hebes was not a direct result of his killing of the Serpent of Ares, hut the 
killing of the serpent was tightly bound up with it, since the serpent was the 
guardian of the spring that occupied tlie future site of the city. C^oroehus’ killing of 
Lamia-Poene-Ker led more directly to the foundation of 'fripodiskoi. 'The link 
between Eurybatus’ killing of Lamia-Sybaris is etiolated, but nonetheless explicit: 
the city of Sybaris was named for the spring into which the slain serpent was 
transformed."' ' In the case of d’hebes and Sybaris city-foundations are associated 
with the killing of a serpent closely identified with a water-source. In (diapter 8 we 
will consider two further city-foundation myths of precisely this sort from the 
beginning of the Hellenistic period, those of Alexandria and Antioch. 


‘I'HERE WAS A MAN CALLED DRAKON . . TWh SLAIN 
DRAKONTES IN I'HE AGE OE REASON 

From the time at least of Llecataeus in the early fifth century ik: the Cireeks and 
subsequently the Romans embarked upon a vigorous programme of the rational¬ 
ization of their more outlandish myths. The greatest—or most notorious—contri¬ 
bution to this field of endeavour was that of Aristotle’s pupil Palaephatus, who 
begins his treatise by enunciating the methodologically rigorous principle that the 
world’s phenomena are unchanging, so that only those that exist in the present 
may be permitted to have existed in the past. 3’he great drakontes above all are in 
the cross-hairs here. 'Lhe methods employed by Palaephatus and his fellow 
rationalizers to subtract them and other fantastical phenomena from myth and 
to account for their erroneous presence in it are rather less rigorous, however, and 
as arbitrary as they are unimaginatively repetitive."''’ 

Possibly the earliest variety of r/ni/coH-rationalization, though not the variety 
first formally attested, lay in their identification with distinctive natural features. 
Indeed some drakon myths may have originated in part as aetiologies of such 
features: we think of Etna’s I’yphonian fire, ot the arid, (ihimaera-blasted 
Anatolian landscapes, and of the passing boats smashed by the rock of the 
Scylla-promontory, discussed above. Other drakontes could he found origins in 


““ Silius llalicus 6. 2«6-9(). 

Valerius Maximus 1. 8 ext. 19 (ef. Livy Pcrioclui 18), Pliny Ndtunil History 8. .Uv-7, Aulus 
(.ellius 7. 3. 

' (]l. 'I runipl 1958, (Jounnelen 2()()-l: 371-93. 

' Antoninus Liberalis Mctdifiorphoscs 8. 

' Palaephatus prelaee. I'or Palaephatus .see, above all. Stern 2()()() and Hawes 2011. VVay,ner 190 > 
olTers a brief survey of rationalized ilrdkonlcs. 
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more banal natural phenomena. As we have seen, Servius and others in the late 
Latin tradition tell that the Hydra was the name given to a spring, the gushing 
waters of which ravaged an adjacent city.^'^’ 'Lhe fourth-century ad Solinus finds 
the origin of the Serpent of the Hesperides in the sinuous form of a meandering 
sea-inlet seen from afar, an explanation perhaps influenced in part by the fact 
that the serpent’s name, Ladon, was shared by an y\rcadian river. 

Another technique of t/rc//cd/7-rationalization was to reduce the fantastical 
composite drakon to a more regular animal, 'fhe early fifth-century Hecataeus 
contended that Cerberus was in origin a terrible but ultimately simple snake 
reared at 'I’ainaron, and that it acquired the title of‘the hound of Hades’ because 
anyone it bit was bound to die at once because of its venom.Another rational¬ 
ization of Cerberus of equal antiquity may lurk behind the view recorded by 
Hyginus that the constellation Ophiuchus (Snake-holder) represents Heracles in 
the act of killing the snake {angiiis) of the river Sagaris in Lydia after it had killed 
many men and plundered the riverbank of crops, this being one of the tasks 
Heracles performed whilst in servitude to Omphale. Some have held that Hyginus’ 
tale derives from Panyassis’ Heraclear^'^ At any rate, what Hyginus conveys seems 
to be a garbled reference to the Sangarius river, which was in fact not in Lydia but 
in northern Phrygia, near Heraclea Pontica. 41ie tale therefore comes to look like a 
rationalization (though hardly the most realistic one) of the Cerberus myth in one 
of its most famous reflexes. 4’he conceit that the snake should have been stripping 
the riverbank of its crops—uncharacteristic behaviour for any sort of serpent, 
actual or fantastical, to say the least, although a serpent’s pestilential breath might 
be held to wither plants—is accordingly a refraction of the claim that Cerberus 
vitiated with his slaver or vomit the aconite plant that grew around Heraclea and 
which had supposedly been the erstwhile food of choice for the indigenous 
Cvimmerians."“^^ It is interesting that Hecataeus and Panyassis apparently con¬ 
sidered (verberus closer in spirit to a serpent than to a dog. By contrast, later 
rationalizers, such as Palaephatus and Philochorus, do indeed prefer to turn him 
into a simple, if large, dog, with the latter making him the property of one 
Aidoneus (i.e. Hades), king of the Molossians.““^ 1’he paradoxographer Heracli¬ 
tus, thought to have written around the second century ad, similarly kept Cer¬ 
berus as a simple dog, but also sought to explain his fabled three-headed nature: 
He had two puppies. Since they always walked alongside their father he seemed to 


Servius on Virgil Acncid 6. 287, I.actantiiis Placidus on Statius 'Ihehaid 384-3, First Vatican 
Mythograplier I. 62. 

Solinus 24. 4. 

I lecataeus IdirlI I 127 apiul l^uisanias 3. 23. 4. In tlie iinnicdiately following passage, Pausanias 
refers back to the I lecataean (Cerberus as a dpaKoir. 

Hyginus Astronomiai 2. 14 - I^uiyassis F. dubia 5 Davies - l*33 (doubtful) Matthews (not in 
West). Discussion at Matthews 1974: 144-3, Boardnian 199()F: I 19. Hyginus has recently cited 
Panyassis at Asiwfioniiat 2. 6 (- Panyassis FI 3 West), and we know the poet took Heracles to Lydia 
(123 West). The task goes unnientioned in other suinniaries of Heracles’ tasks for Omphale, as at 
Diodorus 4. 31, Apollodorus Hihliothcca 2. 6. 2-3; cf. Fontenrose 1939: 107-10. 

The cl lie is provided by l•ustathius on Dionysius Periegetes 79, where the river Sangarius, 
(.erberus, the aconite, and the (animerians are all brought together. 

■ ' Palaephatus 39 (cf. the anonymous Peri Apisloti 3); Philochorus P'CirH 323 F'F'18a-b (a - 
Plutarch I'hi’scus 33. 1 3; cf. also 31. 4). 
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have three heads.The third-century nc Nymphis ofMeraclea, rather weakly, it 
may be thought, rationalized the Chimaera into a wild boar that inteiiered with 
the crops and livestock of the Xanthians (who lived below Cragus).’"'^ The first- 
century Ai) Alexander of Myndus found the origin of the Gorgons in a terrifying 
variety of Libyan sheep.Heraclitus was content to leave the Serpent of Ares 
slain by Cadmus as a drakon, but evidently just one of a common or garden 
variety, and it was denied its miraculous teeth. 

Perhaps the most popular technique was to rationalize drakojites into men with 
the personal name Drakon. Thus Palaephatus tells that the Phoenician (iadmus 
arrived at ITebes to find it under the control of king Drakon, the son of Ares, who, 
as befitted a king, possessed some elephant ‘teeth’ (tusks). Cadmus killed him and 
ruled in his place, whilst Drakon’s men made off to different parts of Greece with 
the tusks to become ‘scattered’ ispartoi) before returning to fight him.““^’ One 
Dercylus, who wrote prior to Plutarch, compatibly told that Drakon was a king of 
I’hebes, that Cadmus killed him, and married his daughter Harmonia."“' I’phorus 
found the origin of Python in a dif ficult man also known, again, as Drakon. Apollo 
shot him, whereupon the Delphians shouted out ‘Hie Paian’ and burned his hut 
down.““^ In this case the rationalization into a man was perhaps smoothed by the 
fact that Delphic drakon had a certain number of humanoid counterparts from an 
early stage, such as Tityus and Phorbas.““‘^ Palaephaetus finds a human doctor 
called Drakon behind the marvellous serpent-pair that taught Polyidus the art of 
revivification with herbs (for which see Ch. After the third- or second - 

century ik: Agroetas had told that Ladon’s ‘golden apples’ were in fact beautiful 
flocks of sheep that were looked after by a fierce shepherd who was called a 
drakon metaphorically because of his wildness,"^' Dionysius Scytobrachion, 
whose account is preserved by Diodorus, found the origin of Ladon more directly 
in a shepherd named Drakon who would kill those that tried to steal his beautiful 
golden flocks."'" The paradoxographer Heraclitus similarly found Ladon’s origin 
in a man called Drakon: ‘'fhere was a man Drakon, who accumulated a lot of gold 
from keeping trees. Some distinguished women tried to ensnare him, and, binding 


Ileraclilus Dc incrciiibilihus 33 (ct. 21). His date: Stern 2003: 53--1, 1 lawes 2011: 00. 

' Nymphis ol lleraclea h'ClrH 432 1'13. 

Alexander ol Myndus dpuit Athenaeus 211: so terrible, in lacl, that tliis can barely count as 
rationalization, h'or all the rationalizations ol the Medusa myth, see Ogden 2008(/: 121 3. 

Heraclitus De iiurcdihilibus 10 Spartoi; ef. Diodorus 10. 33. 1-3, alter Dionysius Scytobrachion, 
without mention, however of any drakon. 

Palaephatus 3. P’or Palaephatus see above all Stern 2000, 1 lawes 2011. 

Dercyllus bXirll 288 P'4. 

I-phorus bar!I 70 l'31h (at Strabo (:422-3); d. Pownall 2006. See also Plutarch Moralia 418a. 

P’or Homer Pilyus was punished in the underworld tor attempting to rape l.eto at Panojunis, as 
she travelled to Pytho (Odyssey 11. 376-81; cf. 7. 321-4). In later sources, e.g. Aj^olPmius Aryofiaitlica 1. 
730 -62, 'Pityus is typically shot down by Apollo with his bow. Phe (•.600 lu: Acthiopis, P I West, knew 
that Phorbas the boxer Ibrcecl j'»assers by to box with him and killed them, until Aj''olIo took him on 
and killed him in turn. P'ontenrose 1030: 13 60 assembles a great many comparanda ol this sort lor the 
Delplnc drakon and his tales, some more compelling than others. 

Palaephatus 26. 

Agroetas I'arli 762 P'3; cl. Diodorus 4. 26, Pirst Vatican Mythograplier 1. 38. 

Diodorus 4. 26; cl. Servius on Virgil Acncid A. 484, Pirst X'atican Mythograj>her 1. 38, l/et/es 
Chi Hades 2. 36. 378-80. 
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his soul with erotic desire they kept him henceforth as a servant and keeper of the 
garden.The mysterious serpent-sire of Alexander the Great was also to get 
similar rationalizing treatment. Ptolemy Chennos contended that ‘Alexander’s 
father was not Philip, but a person of the name of Drakon, an Arcadian by birth, 
from whom there actually developed the myth about the serpent {drakdn)"~^‘^ 
Stephanus of Byzantium preserves a rationalized account of the drakdn~\\ero 
Cychreus (Ch. 7): he originated in a man nicknamed (for a change) Ophis 
(‘Snake’), because of the roughness of his ways.“^^' 

Palaephatus finds the origins of Hesione’s ketos in a great and powerful king 
who subdued the cities of the Asian seaboard with his large fleet and demanded 
tribute variously of horses, oxen, or virgins from them, before disembarking for a 
land battle in which he was killed by Heracles. He was called Keton, but the 
barbarians called him Ketos.One wonders why Palaephatus needed recourse to 
the form Keton at all here; why could the king not simply have been called Ketos 
Irom the start? Perhaps because of the immense influence already exerted over the 
rationalizing tradition by the ‘man called Drak-6n’. 

The personal name of any monstrous drakon could similarly be transferred to a 
human figure. For Plutarch the Chimaera originated in a pillaging pirate fleet 
under the command of one Chimarrhus.“'^^ This sort of notion may go back 
beyond Euripides, who seems to make a sly allusion to it in a fragment of his 
Sthenoboea: ‘Nearby to this is the location of beast-ridden Cragus, roaring with a 
terrible and deep-rumbling wave, where the <way?> is watched over by pirates. 

It seems unlikely, however, that FTiripides himself rationalized the monstrous 
(dhmaera out of the action of his play. The hypothesis suggests that Bellerophon 
did indeed defeat the traditional creature in traditional fashion in the course of 
it.**' For Palaephatus Medusa was a queen (her name did, conveniently, signify 
Ruler ) slain by Perseus, an Argive pirate, so that he could steal her golden statue 
of Athene, itself named ‘Ciorgon’."*^^ For Dionysius Scytobrachion (in Diodorus), 
the Ciorgons were a wild Amazon-like race of Libyan warrior women.“^’ Pausan- 
ias finds the origin of Python in a Euboean brigand prince who attacked Apollo’s 
Delphic sanctuary and was slain by him; he may imply that his personal name was 
Python or Pythes.“‘“ The paradoxographer Heraclitus likes to find the origin of 
lemale monsters in human women of the same name, sharing the thinking of 
Anaxilas famous comic fragment in which he compares a series of great cour¬ 
tesans to mythical monsters.Flis Medusa was a courtesan so beautiful that she 
stopped men in their tracks, metaphorically turning them to stone, but she wasted 


I Icraclitus l)c iucrcdibUilnis 20. 

i^tolcniy (^liennos apiicl Photius liihlothcca cod. 190 (148a). 

Stephanus oi’Ityzaiitiuni s.v. KvxpcuK ndyoc. 
l^daephatus 37. 

■ Idutarch Moralui 247f-248a. 
huripides Sthciiohoca l'669 ’I'rdl'. 

■ huripides Sthenoboea hyjiothesis 'I'iia. 

l^ilaephatiis 31; cl., broadly, l■ulgentius Mitologiae 1.21 (after one 'rheocnidus). 1 lere the queen 
makes hersell rich through agriculture, and slie derives her title ‘Gorgon’ from her farmers (\^e6r\foi). 

■ " Diodorus 3. 32. 4-35. 3; cf. Pausanias 2. 21. 3-7. 

Pausanias 10. 6. 5-7; cf., perhaps, hypothesis Pindar Pythians a. 

Anaxilas Neottis 1'22 K-A. 
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away in love for Perseus, and so came to resemble rather a horse (i.e. Pegasus). 
His Scylla was a beautiful island-dwelling courtesan who kept gluttonous (lai- 
nious) and shameless (kynddeis: literally ‘doglike’) parasites, with whom she used 
to devour visitors."His Chimaera too was a human woman, not explicitly a 
courtesan, in whose company we meet an old friend: ‘She had in service two 
brothers by the name of Leon (Lion) and Drakon. Since she violated her oath and 
killed guest-friends she was slain by Bellerophon.’" A tradition recorded by ]ohn 
of Antioch that claimed the Pythian games were held in honour of a heroine 
Delphyne may, thereby, have turned the Delphic drakaina into a human woman 
of that name."'^^ 

I’he drakojjs personal name could also be transferred to a place. According to 
Palaephatus, ‘Hydra’ was the name of a fort in the Argolid controlled by one king 
Lernos, and manned initially by lifty archers. For every archer Heracles killed with 
his fiery arrows, two more stood forward in his place, but he eventually burned il 
down.""^^ Palaephatus uses a related technique in locating the origin ol the notion 
that Cerberus had three heads in the fact that the dog hailed Irom the city ol 
7V/ carenia, ‘'Hiree-Heads’. 

Hostile ships offered a ready explanation for the origin of kete (we have already 
encountered Keton’s fleet), and these could similarly take on the monster’s name 
or title. For Palaephatus Scylla was in reality a pirate-ship so named because it 
had a figure of the monster on its prow."'’^^ (fonon, writing at the turn ol the era, 
found the origin of Andromeda’s ketos in a ship named Ketos ‘either because it 
resembled the creature or by chance’. Phoenix attempted to snatch the girl in the 
ship, but Perseus, sailing past, intervened, seized the girl, sank the ship and slew 
its crew, ‘who were all but turned to stone with amazement’."’’ 'The translorm- 
ation of the sea-serpent into a ship is less arbitrary than may at first appear, since 
ancient ships often used /ce/us-heads as battering rams Irom the later archaic 
period onwards."'" And indeed Palaephatus and Conon explicitly decorate 
their ships in this way. Both are touchingly unaware of the inlinite logical 


Heraclitus l)c incredibilibus 1. 'rhe notion of Medusa’s nietapliorically petrifying Iteauly was a 
popular one that need not have started with Heraclitus. It may already underlie Manilius O/i 
Astronotiiy 5. 570. See also Pausanias 2. 21. 5-7, Septimius Sereiuis P25 Biichner John oi Antioch 
I'liCd iv. p. 539 I’l .8, schol. (icrmanicus Aratus p. 147 Breysig, hirst Vatican Mythographer 2. 28. Lucian 
Poriraits 1 gives the conceit a salacious twist: a woman whose beauty inspires an erection must he a 
Ciorgon turning men to stone. y\s lor Medusa’s transformation into a horse, we should recall that one of 
the earliest images of her, LIMC Perseus 117, portrays her as a centaur ((.'h. 2). 

Heraclitus Dc incredibilibus 2; the use of the word l(Unious may suggest awareness ol the 
Stesichoran tradition that Scylla was the daughter ol Lamia. A similar account at Isitlore ol Seville 
litymoloyies 2. 12. 6. 

\\cn\c\\[iis Dc incrcdibilibus 15. 

Delphyne: John of Antioch b'lKi iv. p. 539 hi. 20 (7th cent. ad). 

Palaephatus 38; the fort was given succour by (2u'ian mercenaries under the comnuuul ol one 
C^arcinus, ‘(d'ab’. 

Palaephatus 39. 

Palaephatus 20. Stern 2000 ad loc. takes the figurehead to he in the form ol a dog. 1 here is no 
warrant in the text for this, hut one sympathizes with Stern in grappling with the logical conundrum to 
which it gives rise. 

“ (k)non 26 h'l, apiid Photius liibliothccd cod. 186. Discussion at Ogtlen 2008(/: 125 6. 

h'or A:e/as-ships see Boardman 1987: 81, 1997: 734-5, with illustrations at I.IMC. Ketos 46 50. 
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regression into which they plunge themselves: in the world of never-existent and 
not-yet-imagined keie, whence did one find the image of one with which to 
decorate one’s ship? Ships could even offer explanations for land-based dra¬ 
kontes. Plutarch tells that the flagship of his pirate-captain C’himarrhus (‘Goat’), 
origin of the Chimaera, had a lion figurehead and a serpent on its stern. 

An initially surprising aspect of the later rationalizers’ work is their explanation 
of drakojites or associated fantastical phenomena with reference to the culture of 
magic that flourished in their day: less rationalization, one might think, than a 
modernization of irrationality. Hut since the culture of magic (successful or 
otherwise) was indeed a phenomenon and a prominent one of the present, 
Palaephatus’ fundamental principle perhaps remained intact. As we have seen, 
magic is integral to Meraclitus’ rationalization of Ladon: the Hesperides made the 
tree-keeper Drakon their servant by the exercise of erotic magic.“‘’ ‘ d’he anonym¬ 
ous Peri A piston turns the golden fleece into a vellum manual of alchemy with 
instructions for the manufacture of gold."'’*’ John Malalas preserves a striking 
rationalization of Medusa’s head, perhaps derived from Pausanias of Antioch: 
Perseus slaughters an evidently harmless Libyan girl named Medusa so that he can 
consecrate her skull (skyphos) by mysterious rites so as to make a magical weapon 
out of it.“^’^' 

Out of the rationalizing tradition grew symbological and fully allegorizing 
ones. 'This tendency, often latent in even the crudest rationalizations, may also 
have taken the dnikontes" relationships with their landscapes as its starting-point. 
The Scylla-rationalization offered by the scholia to the Lycophronian Alexatidra 
verge on allegoresis. As Heracles sailed past the Scylla promontory he lost some of 
his cattle (presumably by shipwreck), so he cleaned the channel up by certain 
devices, that is to say, he ‘killed’ Scylla. But ‘Phorcys’, which is to say the sea, who 
was ‘father’ to this promontory, rendered the channel treacherous again with 
torches’, that is to say, over time, which is measured by the movements of the 
sun.“ ^ 

Much of the extant literary tradition for the Attica-founding anguipede 
(x'crops ((dn 7) is symbological. His familiar and perhaps quite early epithet 
diphycs (‘of two natures’) licensed the reading of his combined imm-drakon 
form as significant of something rather different.Demosthenes claims that, 
1 he Cecropidae knew that the founder of their race was said to be part drakofi. 


- Pliilarch Moraliu 2-17r-248a. 

“ ■ ' I Icraclilus Dr incmiihilihus 20. 

)\7T{(T(ut’ 3; cf. lohii of Anlioch l IKi iv. p. 348 1'13.3, Suda s.v. (Vpac. 

■ johii Malalas pp. 33 9 Diiulorl; d\ lohn of Antioch I'HC iv. pp. 339-44. h'1-1. 8, 6. 10, 6. 18; 
ll.ucianl Philoputris 9; (icorge (.cclroiuis 1. 30-41. The (ireck Magical Papyri tlo indeed preserve a 
recipe lor the inanufacture of a magical tool from a skull (>kyphos), albeit not a destructive one: PDM 
IV. 2006 123. Discussion at Ogden 2008</: 111 12. 

■ Schol. l.ycophron Alrxiimlra 43-6. 

Herodotus 4. 9 was already aj^|>lying the term to the identically anguipede Scythian IThidna, 
aiul he may well have taken it over Irom an already established tradition of aiijdying it to (T'crops. 
Pace (iourmelen 2004: 31-8, 43-4. 
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part man, on the basis that he resembled a man in his reason and a drakon in his 
might/"'^^^ Aristotle’s pupil Clearchus explained that, ‘At Athens Cecrops first 
yoked one woman to one man. Previously sexual relations had been held in 
common. 'Phis is why some decided to call him diphyes, since previously men 
did not know their father because of the multitude of candidates.Cdearchus’ 
explanation makes Cecrops founder not merely of the physical city of Athens, but 
also, via the invention of marriage, of the order ol its citizenship, and its descent 
group. These were matters of particular anxiety and concern in Classical 
Athens.^^’^ Philochorus, however, who has much to say of (T'crops’ founding 
and lawmaking roles, claimed that Cecrops was diphyes either because ol' the 
length of his body or because he was originally I^gyptian and so knew two 
languages.Plutarch opines that ‘the ancients called Cecrops diphyes, not, as 
some say, because from being a good king he became a fierce and drakdn-V\kc 
tyrant, but for the opposite reason, because he was originally twisted iskolios) and 
fearsome, but later on ruled gently and humanely’.I’he tradition of ancient 
scholarship represented in the scholia to Aristophanes and the Suda recycles 
Philochorus and Clearchus, adding two further explanations ol his diphyes 
foriTi: that he discovered many laws inornoi) for men, and led them from wildness 
to gentleness; and, more surprisingly, that he embodied the marriage he invented 
by being a man above and not a snake but a woman below.“^' ‘ 

Herodorus of Heracleia, perhaps writing c.4()0 lu;, may have produced an early 
allegorical reading of the Ladon episode. According to this, the serpent symbol¬ 
ized bitter desire, whilst Heracles’ club, with which he overcame it, symbolized 
philosophy, and the lion pelt that protected him symbolized thought, 'fhe three 
golden apples he thus secured symbolized the three virtues of not being angry, not 
being greedy, and not being devoted to pleasure."^” 

Macrobius offers a number of rationalizing, allegorizing, meteorological, and 
cosmogonic readings of the myth of the Delphic drakon, the most interesting of 
which he takes from the second-century ik: Stoic Antipater. When the earth was 


Demosthenes Funcnil Oration 30; /fSccar l\cKf)unl()<n rnv l(ivrv>y npxT/'*'' 
ripai<:o)\\ T(\ t)’ o)C ecTii' avOpumoc Xeyoficvor, dvk aXXoOcr rroOci' ij ro rip' cei'fcii’ fzi>Toi> npocniiotnin' 
dvdpfoTTpj, rr/r (Wkiji' He dpuKavri. 

(;iearcluis of Soli 173 Wehrli apud Athenaeus 353d; cr <)( /lOip'au nponoc hcKpotji piar cn 

di'C<)ip> TO TTpoTc/zor ovcdH' TOW ciM’orStoi’ K(U K<ni'>r/iifn on- oi’Tzor. dii) i<(ii ricw ('Xf/jio'yc 

I'ontcOip'oi, ovK clhdrow ron' npoTfpov to ttAz/^^oc tot 7T(ir(p<i. (-1. NoillUlS Dioiiysiaca -11. 383-1. 

Discussion at Ogden 1996; 32-216 esp. 180-8, (lOiirmelen 200-1; 100 3. 

Philochorus I'Crli 328 1-93-8 (diphyes at 96). In addition to lacohy’s commentary atl loc.. see 
also now flarding 2008; 22-3 and 191-3. Discussion at (iourmelen 2001; 109 -12, Harding 2008; I:"*!, 
for the initially curious Egyptian and large body claims, see also Diodorus 1. 28, schol. Aristojdianes 
Wcallii 773 = Suda s.v. luh-poifi, Tzet/es on l,yc()phron Alexandra 110 11. In the latter case no tiouht 
the thinking is that, if Cecrops ct)uld not, rationally, have sjuung trzmi the earth, hut nonetheless 
contrived to arrive in Attica with all his wisdom, then he must have tlone so Irom the civilization that, 
since 1 lerodotus, had known to he so much older than (ireek civilization, and had been the lount ol its 
culture. 

Plutarch Mondia 331ef. 

The Suda s.vv. KcSqxii/i, llpopyiOfoc and schol. Aristophanes Weidth 773. (iourmelen 2001: 13 
cites the former of these explanations with api'>rt)val. 

1 lerodorus ol 1 leracleia 11-1 howler. But it is diilicult to know how much ol this 1 lerodorus was 
actually responsible for. hTahorate allegoresis ol this kind admittedly has a late leel. 
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still moist, vapours rose from it and, becoming heated as they rose, rolled back 
down upon the earth, forming spirals in the course. 'These vapours corrupted 
everything in the way that the combination of heat and moisture does. But 
eventually the vapour was dried up by the rays of the sun, which fell upon it 
like arrows: so it was that Apollo, the sun, killed the serpent, the coiling and 
corrupting vapour, with his arrows.'Tzetzes too preserves readings ot the 
drakon myths in this vein. According to his reading of the Gorgon myth, air 
(Athene) causes sun (Perseus) to evaporate (decapitate) the finest, air-like elem¬ 
ents (Medusa) of the sea, but ihe sun is unable to evaporate the sea’s heavier, stable 
elements (the immortal Stheno and Tkiryale). 01 the water that is evaporated, the 
heavier part ‘streams’ (pegazein) back down to earth again as rain (Pegasus), 
whilst the lighter part remains aloft as shiny ether (the ‘golden-sworded’ Chry- 
saor). As for the Ladon myth, the Hesperides represent the seasons, the apples the 
stars, and the drakon is the water horizon, from which the stars rise up brightly 
after bathing.“^'^ 

For itself, the Latin tradition preferred to find in its draco myths encapsulations 
ol moral rather than scientific truths. 'The fourth-century ad Servius maintains 
that Cerberus, as the devourer of all bodies, stood for the earth, and that his name 
accordingly derives from the supposed Greek crco-boros, ‘llesh eater’; Heracles’ 
victory over him accordingly symbolized the hero’s mastery over all earthly vices 
and desires.“^’“ Fulgentius (c. ad 500?) then allegorizes Cerberus’ three heads as 
symbolic either of the origins of human envy in ‘nature,’ ‘cause’, and ‘accident,’ or 
of the three stages of human life, childhood, youth, and old age. Fulgentius is 
ready with moralizing allegories for the other great drakontes too. For him the 
Gorgons are symbolic of the three varieties of terror. Stheno, named. Incus a non 
lucetido, from the Greek asthenia, ‘weakness’, represents the terror that weakens 
the mind. FAiryale, the first part of her name genuinely signifying ‘breadth’, 
represents the terror that occupies the full breadth of the mind. Medusa represents 
the terror that clouds mind and vision, her name supposedly derivative ol the 
Cireek me idousa, ‘not seeing’. Perseus, representing virtue or courage, abetted by 
Athene, representing wisdom, overcomes theses terrors. He turns his face away as 
he strikes, because virtue cannot contemplate terror. The Chimaera is an allegory 
of love. I ler name supposedly derives from the Greek kyrn-eron, signifying ‘wave 
ol love, whilst her three heads represent the three stages of love. When love first 
comes it makes a lethal attack like a lion. I'he she-goat represents the lust of the 
central phase. 'The serpent represents the eventual shock of remorse and the 
poison of sin. 'The Python is an allegory of false belief (cf. pithos), which is slain 
by Apollo, i.e. the sun, because false belief is crushed like a serpent in true light. 
Ikiilding on the Anaxilan tradition, he makes his Scylla an allegory of a lustful 
prostitute, her loins lull of dogs and wolves. 


Macrohius Salurualia 1.17. 30-63, incorporaliiig Antipatc'r Stoiciis I'46 Arniiii SVV. 

'I zctzcs on l.ycophron Alexandra 17 (Ciorgons), Chiliadcs 2. 36. 361 -83 tl.adon). 

Servius on Virgil Aoicid 6. 393. 

l iilgenliiis Milolo^iac 1.6 f(^erberus), 1. 17 (Python), 1. 21 (Ciorgons; cf hirst Vatican Mythog 
rapher 2. 28; discussion at Ogden 2()08u: 132-3) 2. 9 (Scylla), 3. 1 ((ihiniaera). 'I'he 'third Vatican 
Mythographer 6. 22, huilding on the (ierherus traditions in both Servius and hulgenlius, contends that 
Cierherus’ three heads symbolize the three varieties of hatred men experience, or the three continents of 
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‘The mein called Drakon’ is found in rationalized accounts of the Chimaera, Ladon, 
Python, the Serpent of Ares, Polyidus’ snake and Alexander’s father, and may even 
have exerted an influence on the rationalization of Hesione’s ketos too. Cnven this, it 
behoves us to scrutinize hard stories attaching elsewhere in ancient tradition to men 
called Drakon, and not least to the Drakon who was, like the anguipede Cecrops, one 
of the great lawgivers of Athens. We shall return to him in Chapter 7. 


CONCLUSION 

Such are the major recurring themes in the stories of the great drakootes and their 
representations. In the next chapter we shall give consideration to the humanoids, 
man and god, that grapple with them, before returning, in Chapter 6, to the 
drakotites themselves for consideration of the complex set of symmetrical themes 
that bind them with their humanoid adversaries in the narratives and images oi 
the battles between them. 


r.uropc, Asia, and Africa, the earths of which swallow human bodies to send souls to Tartarus. The nice 
point is also made that the three brothers Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades all possess trifurcated totems: 
respectively, a three-branched thunderbolt, a trident, and Orherus. 
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Some gods and heroes are repeatedly associated with drakontes and may be 
considered ‘dra/con-masters’ or ‘dra/con-mislresses’. Males and females alike are 
both aligned against and aligned with drakontes, the former perhaps more ohen 
against, the latter perhaps more often with. 


l)RAKON-MAS'l’KRS: APOLLO, HERACLES, AND OTHERS 

Amongst the gods Apollo perhaps has the strongest claim to be regarded as a 
dra/cdn-master. He is of course the destroyer of the Delphic serpent. But he also 
sponsors and presides over serpents in his shrine on the plain I'roy, in his 
1 hymbraean aspect, and in his shrine in Epirus. The Thymbraean serpents 
include the aggressive ones sent against Laocoon, and these may be compared 
with the Lamia-Poene-Ker creature Delphic Apollo sends against Argos.' 

Amongst the heroes four in particular, Perseus, )ason, Cadmus, and above all 
Heracles, may be regarded as serial d?'n/c()/i-slayers, with the latter two also being 
aligned more positively with drakontes at times. Both of Perseus’ great slayings are 
broadly serpent-related, those of the Gorgon Medusa (Ch. 2) and the ketos of 
Ethiopia ((>h. 3). And we have made the case that the Graeae, the full sisters ol the 
Ciorgons also bettered by Perseus, exhibited anguiform affinities of their own 
(C>h. 2). In the course ol his elaborate quest-journey Jason must do battle with the 
Spaitoi, the warriors sown from the Serpent of Ares’ teeth, with the Colchis 
drakon (Ch. 1), and (for Apollonius of Rhodes at any rate, paying tribute to the 
Odyssey) with the ketos Scylla (Ch. 3). Cadmus slays the Serpent ol Ares, as well as 
the other half ol its Spartoi offspring, who themselves also exhibited an anguiform 
aspect, to judge from the name of Echion(os), ‘Viper-man’ (Chs. 1 and 4). 
A tradition attested only in Nonnus further makes of Cadmus an ally of Zeus in 
his battle against fyphon (CT. 2). But Cadmus is himself aligned with serpents in 
his own final transformation into a drakon (Ch. 1). Cadmus should be compared 
with Amphiaraus. According to the fragmentary account of the Nemean myth 


Sources lor Python in (Ji. 1, Lamia-Poc'nc-Kcr in (ih. 2, tlic scrjK'nts ot 'I’liymbracan Apollo in 
(ill. L Statius I'hcbaiit 1. 337 -668 brings these three phenomena together. His Delphic Apollo sends the 
Lamia Poene Ker creature against Argos immediately after killing Python, and then when Cioroebus 
has killetl this in turn he addresses Apollo as ‘ rhymbraean’ (6-13). Ajiollo in Ljnrus: Aelian Ndturc of 
Auimah 11.2. 
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that survives from Euripides’ Hypsipyle (c.410-405 hc) it was he in particular 
amongst the Seven that was responsible for the killing of the Nemean drakonr But 
by 420 BC at least he had been established as an anguiform healing deity at Oropus 
(Ch. 9). The Salaminian hero Cychreus is similarly both the slayer of a drakon and 
himself a drakon (Ch. 7). 

'fhe ubiquitous Heracles is unsurprisingly associated with a fair number ol' 
serpent-slayings and -masterings: famously, he slays the serpent-pair sent against 
him as a baby by Hera, the Hydra, Ladon (Ch. 1), Orthus (Ch. 2), and the keios of 
Troy (C]h. 3); he masters Cerberus by force and the Scythian Echidna by sex (Ch. 2), 
and he gets the better of Achelous in serpentine form (Ch. 4). Baby Heracles’ killing 
of Hera’s serpent-pair prompts Theocritus’ I’iresias to artful prophecy, which finds 
in the burning of the serpents’ bodies upon a purificatory pyre an anticipation of 
Heracles’ own eventual death on the 'rrachis pyre. 'I’he ring-composition is all 
the neater when we recall that Heracles is indirectly, but surely, compelled to the 
4’rachis pyre by the venom of another of his serpent opponents, the Hydra. ' 

What makes Heracles a drakon-nvcxstcr more than anything, however, are 
the indications of multiple further battles against serpents. We also hear of 
battles seemingly with a variety of ‘Typhons’. In Euripides’ Heracles the hero 
speaks of slaying ‘three-bodied 'fyphons’.'^ 4’he lourth-century lu: Eudoxus ol 
Cnidus offered an aetiology for the Phoenician practice of sacrificing quails to 
Heracles. He explained that their Heracles (i.e. Melqart), son ol Zeus and 

Asteria (i.e. Astarte?) was travelling through Libya when he was slain by I'yphon. 
‘lolaus’ (corresponding to an unidentifiable Phoenician figure) did everything he 
could to bring him back to life again, eventually succeeding by roasting a quail, a 
thing in which Heracles had rejoiced whilst living, and applying it to his nose.’ 
For Nicander Heracles was one ol the Olympians I’yphon chased to Egypl, 
where he transformed himself into a fawn lor protection.^’ 3’he episode ol 1 lera- 
cles’ battle against the snake (anguis) of the river Sagaris, reported by 1 lyginus and 
perhaps derived from Panyassis, is probably at base a rationalization ol the 
Cerberus myth, though it has come clOvSe to establishing a separate identity 
of its own (Ch. 4). 

A series of vase images shows Heracles killing otherwise unidentifiable single¬ 
headed serpents, some of which seem to depict specific stories, others ol which 
may be effectively generic (Fig. 5.1).^ Three are ot particular interest. One is a fine 


’ 1757 7VG7* = 1'6() Bond. Dale ot ihe Ilypsipyfr. Collard, Cmpp, and (iilberl 20()1: 183. In later 
accounts, as we have seen, it is rather Aniphiaraus’ companions that kill the Nemean drakoiv. 1 lyginus 
Vabiilac 74, Apollodorus Bihliothccii 3. 6. 4, Statius 'I'ficbaid 5. 558; cl. Sineux 2()()7; n6-7. 

’ 'rheocrilLis 24 esp. 83-4. 

‘ Buripides Hcniclcs 1271-2, resumed at Virgil Acuehl 8. 298-9 and Plutarch Moralia 34 le; cl. Bond 
1981 ad loc. 

’ luidoxus l'284a and h l.asserre. 

Nicander (ipud Antoninus l.iheralis 28. 

LIMC Brechtheus 40 (- Aglauros 24). Herakles 2820 -33. Boardman 1990/); 119 wonders whether 
some ol these serpents should he idenlilied as l\Miclymenus, im the basis ol Hesiod 133a MW and 
Apollodorus liibliothccd 1.9. 9, hut this is highly unlikely. We learn Ironi these texts that 1 leracles slew 
Periclymenus along with the other sons otNeleus, even though he had the ability to translorm himsell 
into an eagle, an ant, a bee, and a snake n<l>ic k<li 1 lesiod) or into a lion, a snake {nijm ) 

and a bee (Apollodorus). Both narratives seem lar removed Irom a tinikoti light, though they may hint 
at a tale akin to that of I leracles’ battle with Achelous, and we may note that Athene hersell, the great 
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I'ig. 5.1. Unidentifiable hem (Heracles? — cf. LIMC Herakles 2822) fights a rather splendid 
(Irakfw. I'liboean amphora, c.56()-55() lu;. Musee du Louvre, L:7()7. ( RMN / Herve 
Lewandowski. 

black-figure neck-amphora of c.56()-55() ik: on which Heracles attacks a huge 
rampant serpent with a sword whilst another warrior attacks it from behind 
with a club. 1 he deployment of a warrior pair is perhaps influenced by images 
of Heracles battle against the Hydra with the help of lolaus.^ An Attic hydria 
of c.52() ik: carries a fine but puz/ding image: a woman draws water into a 
hydria at a fountain-house with a lion-spout. Over her head coils a single¬ 
bodied serpent, which Heracles, dressed in his lion-skin, seizes from behind 
her."^ More puzzling still is an image on an y\ttic red-figure vase of c.45()-44() 
ik:. 1 his is usually taken to show a child’s disembodied head sitting on an altar 
guarded by a pair of rampant serpents, one on either side. The left-hand 
serpent is throttled by an adult Heracles with one hand, whilst he brandishes 
his liarpe (sickle) in the other. Athene holds out her hand to the right-hand 
serpent, whilst fleeing from it, as does a girl before her. But the supposed altar 
might equally well be read as a basket ikiste) out of which an intact child rises 
up, along with the snakes (which otherwise have to be read as oddly tailless 


directress of drakoii fights, orchestrates I leracles’ defeat of Periclyiiieiuis and arms him with his bow in 
the 1 lesiod fragment. 

” /.//V/C Herakles 2822. 

' LIMC I ierakles 2823. 
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too). The object’s cross-hatched decoration is certainly evocative of a basket; 
perhaps its carved moldings belong to an elaborate wooden frame, fhe necks 
of the serpent pair are also drawn in such a way as to suggest that they might 
belong to a single double-headed serpent. The scene seems to be a caprice 
merging the tale of Ericthonius (basket, baby, serpent-pair, Athene, fleeing 
Cecropid: Ch. 7), with that of baby Heracles (serpent-pair, Heracles throttles) 
and that of the Hydra (adult Heracles with harpe, multiheaded serpent, 
Athene); perhaps Laocoon is in there too (serpent-pair, dismembered child, 
altar, Athene). 

But Heracles has serpents fighting on his side too. 'The Hesiodic Shield tells that 
Heracles’ shield was decorated with twelve terrifying snake-heads that would 
gnash their teeth when Heracles fought." It might be thought that the mastered 
Cerberus fights on Heracles’ side when he terrifies the hero’s tormentor ITir- 
ystheus into hiding in a pithos on the Caeretan hydria of c.53()-52() b(:.‘“ More 
compellingly, the first-century ad (?) Alexander of Myndus told that ‘an earth- 
born drakon fought alongside Heracles against the Nemean Lion. I’his drakon had 
been reared by Heracles and accompanied him to d’hebes and remained in Aulis. 
And this was the drakon that ate the sparrow’s nestlings and was turned to 
stone.’ 


D/M/CON-MISTRESSES: 1. A'fHENE 

Among goddesses Athene is a mistress of serpents.She is repeatedly found 
fighting both directly and indirectly against them and deploying them in her own 
battles against others. With her own hand Athene fights the Gorgon,' ’ the Aegis, 
and the anguipede giants.'^ More often she supports heroes as they battle against 
various anguiforms. In rough order of attestation, these are: Perseus, as he slays 


Louvre CA 1853 = LIMC I'reclUhcus 40 = Aglauros 24 = Brule 1987: 75 lig. 16. 

“ [Mesiocl] Shield 161-7, employing both aphis and drakon. 

L/MC;Herakles2616. 

‘ ^ Alexander of Myndus h'GrH 25 L'5 apiid Photius Bibliotheca cod. 190, 147b22-8 (in the resume ol 
Ptolemy Cdiennos). L'or drakotUes turning to stone, cf. the cases of (Cadmus and llarmonia ([Scylax] 
Periplus 24, Ckdlimachus PI 1 PfeifTer; (di. 1) and the serpent-pair sent against Laocoon (Virgil Aeneid 
2. 22-7; (di. 3). Like Cerherus, the Nemean Lion was itself the scion of anguiforms (Mesiod Iheo^oay 
270-336 esp. 327), though it is never attributed with anguiform features of its own. 

See Kiister 1913: 116-17, Cook 1914-40: iii. 764-76, Mitropoulou 1977: 31-4. Indeed Athene is 
presented in the so-called ‘mistress of animals’ pose with a rampant serpent on either side ot her in a 
mid 7th-cenlury lu; terracotta plaque from Athens, LIMC' Athena 27. 

' ’ Luripides lofi 987-96; llyginus Astrofiot}iiea 2. 12 (citing Luhemerus). 

Diodorus 3. 70. 3-6, incorporating the early 1 lellenistic Dionysius Scytohrachion biiilI 32 18. In 
LIMC' Pegasos 232 (c.41() bc) Athene stands over a (dead or dying?) beast resembling the (diimaera, 
resting on her spear. Lochiii 1994 ad loc. takes the beast to be in fact the Chimaera. But given that 
Bellerophon is nowhere to be seen, we may wonder whether the scene rather illustrates Athene s own 
direct killing of the (dnmaera-like Aegis, a subject otherwise unattested in art. 

Athene fights the Giants, alongside the other gods, from the 6lh century in; onwards, thougli 
aiiguipede forms begin to appear amongst them only from the 4th century lu;, the first being found at 
L/yV/CGigantes 389 of f.400 -375 bc: see /./MCGigantes passim with Vian and Moore 1988 esp. 253, 235 (•,. 
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the serpent-locked Medusa;'^ Heracles, as he slays the Hydra,seizes Cerberus 
from the iinderworld,“^^ and defeats the ketos of I'royr' Cadmus, as he slays the 
Serpent of Ares at the site of Thebesr“ Bellerophon, as he slays the Chimaerap'^ 
baby Heracles, as he throttles the pair of drakorites sent against him by Herar'^ and 
finally Jason, as he slays the Colchian drakond^^ 

But many are the snakes that succour Athene in her fights: thus the snakes on 
the aegis she wears, or on the Gorgon-head incorporated into itr^' the serpent 
shield-blazons“^ and the independent snakes that fight alongside her in Gigan- 
tomachies (Fig. 5.2);“^ the snake that guards her shrine on Chryser'^ the pair of 
snakes tliat (according to Virgil at any rate) she sends against Laocoon and his 
children;'^’ the snake that attacks Ajax the Less as he attempts to rape Cassandra 
before her statue.In art Athene can sometimes be attended by serpents that do 


Piiuiar Pyihiaus 10. 29-48, 12. 6-26, Acscliyliis Phorcides 1'261 7VG7', iMicrccytlcs I'll l-owler, 
I.ucan 9. 666-70, Scrvius on Acncid 6. 289; LIMC Perseus no. 113, 120-2, 132, 151 (675-50 bc), 314, 
(lorgo 314 (590 lu;). Hermes oiten helps here too. 

Hesiod 'Plicoyony 313-18, Hyginus Pidndac 30. 3, Pausanias 5. 17. 11; LIMC Herakles 1991 
(C-.600-595), 1990 ( - Athena 11; f.600-590 nc), 1992 (c.590 lu;), 1995 (e.585-575 ik;), 1996 (565-550 
ih;), 2029 (possibly; e.550), 2000 (f.53() lu;), 1999 (f.520-510 luj), 2002 ((■.500 bc), 2003-4 (('.500-490 
Bc). 2005-6, 2008 ((■.500-480 bc), 2010 ((-.370-350 bc). 

" Homer Hind 8. 367-8, Odyssey 11. 623-6. In the latter text Hermes helps too: d. Apollodorus 
liildiollu'Cd 2. 5. 12. Both gods are pervasive figures in the iconography of the underworld, from f.54() 
BC onwards: Athene: LIMC 1 lerakles 2554, 2556, 2559, 2560, 2562, 2564, 2570, 2575, 2581 ((-.540-530 
bc), 2582, 2584, 2585, 2587-90, 2592-5, 2597, 2599-602, 2608, 2611-12, 2614-15; Hermes: 2555, 2556, 
2557, 2558, 2559, 2563, 2565, 2566, 2568, 2571,2581 -8 (2581 is (-.540-530 bc), 2590, 2592-603. 2605 = 
Pipili 1987 fig. 8, 2606-12. 2614, 2617, 2643. 

Homer Hind 20. 14-8, Hellanicus l'26h Powler (Athene builds Heracles’ bulwark for him). 

Stesichorus PI95 PMC/Caniphclh Pherecydes 22ah Powler, pAiripides Pliocnissne 638-48 (with 
schol.), Hellanicus P‘5 lab Powler, Apollodorus liihliollicai 3. 4. 1; LIMC Harmonia 1 ((-.440 bc), 3, 
Kadmos i 7-9 (of which no. 8 is t-.44()-30 bc), 15 (= 1 larmonia 1), 16 ((•.440-435 bc), 19, 21, 23 26a, 35. 

Athene teaches Bellerophon mastery of the bridle, so that he can tame Pegasus and deploy him in 
the battle: Pindar Olympian 13. 60-90, esp. 63-6 and 84-90, Isthmian 7. 44-7, Pausanias 2. 4. 1-2. 

LIMC, Herakles 1650 3 (of which 1650 is (-.480 bc); cl. also the Roman 1655. 

LIMC lason 32 ((•.480-470 bc, the Duris cup) and 36. 

Athene wears the aegis already at 1 lomer Iliad 5. 741 -2. In some early depictions of it serpents are 
seen to project in all directions from the whole of Athene’s body: see the remarkable Attic black-figure 
vase LIMC Athena 485 - (irabow 1998 K143, of (■.560 bc; note also LIMC Athena 119 (t-.550 bc), 120- 
1, 138 (bronze statuette, (-.580-560 bc), 171, 182, 195, 371,387-9, 429 ((-.550-530 bc), 451-2. 472, 487, 
493, 50()a, 504 (four huge arm-like serpents project from Athene’s body, (.560 lic), 506, 512 (six huge 
arm-like serpents project from Athene’s body, (■.475-450 bc), 543, 579, Athena/Minerva 169a, Paridis 
indicium 1-2, 14, 34, 36. (^1. Bodson 1988-95: 50-62 (a detailed discussion), CJrabow 1998: 203-6. Note 
also that Athene can give out locks from it to protect her favoured heroes, as she did to Heracles: 
Apollodorus lUhliolhcca 2. 7. 3. 

LIMC^ Athena 273 (a bearded snake })rojects from the centre of Athene’s shield, Attic, c.560-530 
Bc), (ligantes 343 (Attic, late 6th century bc). 

LIMC, (ligantes 311-12 (Attic, (■.460-450 bc), LIMC Gigantes 425 (Pdruscan, (.460 bc) 428 
(P.truscan, 4th-3rd cent, bc) 24 ((ireat Altar of Pergamum, early 2nd cent. bc). According to 1 lyginus 
Astronomica 2. 3 some had told that the drakon in the skies (otherwise identified as l.adon) was that 
sent by Athene against the (iiants, and then translated to the stars by her. 

Sophocles Philoctcics 1326-8 (cf. 263-70), with schol. 1 lomer Iliad 2. 722, P'ustathius on 1 lomer 
Iliad 2. 274, P/et'/es on l.ycophron Alexandra 911. 

Virgil Aencid 2. 199 231 (with Servius ad loc.); so too (Quintus Smyrnaeus 12. 444-97. 

LIMC P.rechtheus 47 = y\ias 11 42 ((■.500 bc); the attacking snake mirrors precisely the one 
emblazoned on the cult statue’s (the j>alladion’s) shield; cf. Kron 1988 ad loc. See also Grabow 1998 



/ 



F4g. 5.2. Athena battles against the Giants in her snaky aegis, whilst an independent 
serpent fights alongside her (top centre). Attic red-figure calyx-crater, c.lSO lu:. iIM(' 
Gigantes 312. ( ') Antikeninuseuni Basel und Sanunlung Ludwig inv. Lu 51. 

Photo: Andreas Voegelin. 


not otherwise involve themselves in the action afoot. In a fine red-figure image 
from c.44() ik: she rides to the judgement of Paris in a chariot the bodywork of 
which is made up of two huge serpents sweeping over the wheels.A standing 
Athene attends another scene with Paris and Helen on a fourth-century gilded 
aryballos. Behind her there rises up the neck and head of a massive rampant 
serpent, to above her own height. '' On a Campanian Ickatiis of c.325 bc Athene is 
eittended by a serpent in a rape-of-Persephone scene.' * 

At Athens Athene is aligned with or presides over quite a group of serpents: 
Cecrops, the anguipede founder-king; Ericthonius from whom the Athenians 
derived their descent, variously held to have been a lull serpent, an anguipede, 
or a humanoid watched over by a serpent-pair; the oikouros aphis, the city s 


K145 lor an amphora (c.55() lu;) illustrated witli a palladion style Athene disjdaying a similar serj^ent 
blazon on her shield. 

’ - lAMC Paridis iudieium 40; cf. Pottier 1877-1919: 410, with lig. 2381. Ciook 1914- 40: iii, 769 with 
fig. 566. 

" lAMC Athena 411 = Paridis Indicium 40; cf. Cook 1914-40: iii. 770 with lig. :367, 1 larrison 1922: 
306 with fig. 83. 

IAM('. Lrechtheus 47a (with Kron 1988 ad loc.) = Artemis 1288 = Hades 91. 
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guardian-serpent that supposedly lived in the Erectheum; and, less directly, 
Cychreus, the anguiform hero of Salamis (Chs. 7, 9, 10). 


/)KAKON-MISTRESSES: 2. MEDEA AND OTHERS 

By the end of antiquity, the heroine Medea’s tradition had made her a veritable 
mistress o\' drakontes, with the abilities to control them and destroy them alike.'^"^ 
'To take her ultimate biography in the sequential order of its canonical episodes: 

1. She provides Jason with an invincibility lotion against the earthborn war¬ 
riors Aeetes sows from the teeth of the Serpent of Ares slain by Cadmus. 

2. She lulls to sleep or kills the unsleeping Serpent of Colchis that guards the 
golden fleece. 

3. She deploys her drugs to conjure up phantom drakontes for Felias. 

4. She summons together snakes and serpents of all kinds, common or garden, 
cosmic and mythical, in order to milk them of their venom to manufacture 
the burning poison for Glance’s wedding dress. 

5. She escapes from Corinth after the murder of her children in a chariot 
drawn by a pair of flying drakontes. 

6. She visits the Marsi in Italy and teaches them how to control and destroy 
snakes, becoming recognized as their goddess Angitia. 

7. She hurls the plague of snakes afflicting Absoris into the tomb of Apsyrtus 
and confines them there. 

Let us examine the order and manner of Medea’s acquisition of drakon- and 
snake-episodes, and consider the context and significance of these acquisitions. 
Most of the key evidence is iconographic. 


Ehe drakon chariot 

1 he earliest association we can make between Medea and serpents falls in c.530 
ik:. 1 his is the date of a series of four distinctive Attic lekythoi, one of which is 
inscribed with the name ‘Medeia’ (we would not have identified her otherwise). 
1 hey are decorated with a female bust in profile situated between a pair of gaping, 
bearded serpents.If these are to be related to any other known part of the Medea 


' ■ 'I’liis section builds on Ogden lorliiconiing n, to wliicli it owes much. 

I'or general discussions oi the Medea tradition, in literature and iconography, see 1 leydemann 1986, 
lessen 191'l,Sechan 1927, hesky 1931, Simon 1954,'I'upet 1976, Zinserling-Paul 1979, Meyer 1980, Belloni 
1981, Braswell 1988: 6-23, Vojatzi 1982, Neils 1990, Parry 1992, M. Schmidt 1992, Oantz 1993: 358-73, 
llalm-'l'isserant 1993, Moreau 1994, Clauss and lohnston 1997 (disappointing), Corti 1998, (lentili and 
Perusino 200t), Moreau and Turpin 2000: ii. 245-333 (especially (iaggadis-Robin 2000), Mastronarde 2002: 
44-57, (irilliths 2006, Ogden 2008/?: 27-38, 2009<v: 78-93, 312-15 and index s.v. ‘Medea’. 

Metleia 3-6, with M. Schmidt 1992 ad loc.; Bea/.ley’s doubts about the genuineness oTthe 
legeiul have been resolved by chemical tests. 
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tradition, then it must surely be to the pair of Hying serpents that drew the chariot 
in which she escaped from Corinth, who are otherwise first securely attested c'.4()() 
BC, again on vases. It is noteworthy that a depiction of this scene on a vase ol'c.330 
BC from Apulian Canosa shows the chariot head-on with Medea accordingly 
standing between a pair of rearing serpents that htce inwards towards her, in a 
broadly similar configuration.'^^ For this reason, I am inclined to believe that the 
c.53() BC images do indeed salute the chariot episode.''"^ 

But if we dissociate the lekythoi from the chariot episode,we hewe little left 
against which to contextualize them. 'I’o turn to the Minoan snake-goddess 
figurines, each of which holds out a serpent to either side of her in both hands 
nntroduction), would be to contract a severe case of obscururn per obscurius. 
Whilst some sort of etiolated connection at the level of iconographic borrowing 
cannot finally be ruled out here, rather stronger iconographic links seem to obtain 
between these mysterious figurines and another group of personalities from 
Archaic and Classical myth, the Frinyes, who were often depicted, from c.460 
BC onwards, as running in pursuit ol'their victims with a serpent in each hand.‘' 
From c.40() bc a series of fine Lucanian and Apulian vases exhibit Medea's 
chariot and its serpents in all their glory, in a range ol different configurations. 
One of the first of these vases relates very tightly to the conclusion of luiripides’ 
Medea, with a grief-stricken Creon reaching out to a melted Glance, who sprawls 
on the ground, and so it seems to have the play specifically in niind. *'^ 4'he serpents 
on these vases are wingless, but the artists have nonetheless made it clear that they 
are drawing the chariot through the air, and so somehow possess a magical ability 
to fly. 4'his was not good enough for a FalivScan artist of the second hall ol the 
fourth century bc, who felt the need to give his own serpents wings, 'fheir 
elaborate beards and long crests combine with these wings to give them the 
surprising but unintimidating appearance of chickens.' ‘ 3’he serpents retained 
their wings but managed to become intimidating again in a series ol second- 
century Ai) Roman sarcophagus reliefs, many of these too ol good quality. ' 
Another interesting variation to note is that found on an Idruscan vase ol the 


UMC Modcia 29. 

Cd'. iVlastronarde 2002: 377-8 on line 1317. 

As Gantz 1993: 360, tor instance, wishes to do. 

^I’hus I.IMC 1-rinys 1 (the earliest, -160-1:30 bc). 1 1. 12, 18, 27 -30, 3-1-7, 38, 39, -11, -12, -18, :30 1. 
52, 55, 58, 6-1. 67-9, 70, 73-1, 80, 96-7, 105, 107, 108, 1 12, 113, 111, 115, 116, 1 17, 118, 119. See Sarian 
1986. 

UMC lason 70 = Medeia 35 (c.lOO bc), lason 71 (c.lOO bc), lason 72, lason 73 • Medeia 37, 
Medeia 29, 36 (c.lOO bc), 38. Oi these, no. 36, in which Medea’s chariot is set against llie sun’s blazing 
disk, is of outstanding quality and rightly famous. See Neils 1990 and M. Schmidt 1992 atl locc. 

• ' UMC lason 70 - Medeia 35 (c.lOO bc); cf Neils 1990 ad loc. 

" UM('. Medeia 39. Did Medea’s serpents acquire their wings under the inlluence ot 
1 lerodotus’ winged serpents of l‘-gypl. 2. 75, for which cl. Mayor 2000h: 135-6? 

UMC Medeia 16, 51, 53, 55, 57, 58, 62, 63: cf also the less line 3rd-century ai> provincial relief, 
no. 66. See Neils 1990 and M. Schmidt 1992 ad locc. Valerius llaccus explicitly gives the serjvnts ol 
Medea’s chariot wings at Ar^oiuiiilicn 5. 153. Is it possible that the seipent pair sent against baby 
1 leracles could also be conceptualized as winged on occasion? Plautus Aniphilryo 1091 12-1 sjieaks ol 
them Hying down idcvoliuit) into the inipluviufii ol Amphitryon’s house, though ol course Medea’-. ca>.e 
demonstrates that dnikofiics did not need wings to lly. 
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first half of the third century bc, on which Medea’s chariot is drawn by a four- 
team of serpents. ’^’ 

It has been speculated, not least in view of the vase that salutes the denouement 
ot Euripides’ Medea so closely, that the earliest images of Medea’s chariot, in 
appearing from c.400 bc onwards, may all have been inspired by that play’s 
stagecraft. In the text itself Medea is said to appear in her ‘chariot of the Sun’, in 
which she will escape from Corinth, and context certainly suggests that it is a flying 
chariot, though there is no explicit mention of serpents in connection with it. ’^ The 
presence of actually winged drakontes is, however, asserted by the Hypothesis, for 
what that is worth (the detail of the wings may be suspicious given their absence 
from the iconographic record prior to the second half of the fourth century bc),^^ 
and the serpents may indeed have appeared on stage, if not in the original 431 bc: 
perlormance, then in a distinctive restaging of the play prior to c.400 bc. 

If it were indeed only in 431 or 400 bc that Medea first acquired her serpent 
chariot, then we might look to other inlluences upon the motif, and these again 
(all mainly in the iconographic register, 'fhe serpent pair that powers or escorts 
the flying chariot that Demeter gave to Triptolemus enters the iconographic 
record on Attic vases from c.480 bc, and Mastronarde, for example, does indeed 
find a line of influence to Medea’s chariot from here. In the Triptolemus scenes a 
serpent pair flanks his chariot’s wheels. A fragment of Sophocles’ 'I'riptolemus of 
C.468 BC describes the arrangement well: ‘a pair of serpents idrakemte) that has 
taken hold of the axle in their coils’.'I’liis imagery presumably influenced the 
C.440 BC Judgement-of-Paris Athene image mentioned above, in which Athene rides 
in a chariot the bodywork of which is made up of two massive serpents that sweep 
over the wheels. For both I’riptolemus and Athene, the serpents are associated with 
the body of the chariot, as opposed to drawing it from the front, as in Medea’s case, 
though we must nonetheless concede that these images do present us with a similar 
impression to those of Medea’s chariot, especially in the case of the Athene image, 
where the charioteer is female. Even so, the justification for adapting Medea’s chariot 
in the light of such imagery could presumably only have been that she had already 
developed a compelling association with drakontes in another part of her tradition. 

1 he most distinctive mention of the serpent-chariot in subsequent literature 
comes in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, where Medea rides the chariot in search of the 
rejuvenating drugs she will need to restore Aeson to youth. 'Fhe scent of the plants, 
once collected, causes the serpents to slough off their old skins and become young 
again. “ An intriguing by-tradition of that of the serpent-chariot told that Medea 


/./yV/(,'Mcdcia-11. 

i'Airipicles Medea 1321. By coincidence (no more, presumably), in Indian mythology it is the Naga 
Padmanabha that draws the chariot of the sun god; cf Vogel 1926: 84-7. 

1 he Hypothesis is reproduced at Page 1938: 1- 2: dpiuiToc jnepanun'. 

1 he earliest image is /.//V/C Triptolemos 87 = Demeter 344 ol c.48() uc. P’or examples from the 
periotl e.Wi) -ISO lu;, see Trijitolemos 91, 100, 103, 111, 114, 116. Cieneral discussion at Hayashi 
1992 and (i. Schwart/ 1987 (note in her catalogue V58, 60,94, 123, 129, 133, 143, R9,41), 1997, esp. 66. 
1 he line ol influence: Mastronarde 2002: 377-8 on line 1317 (unaware, however, of the importantly 
intervening Athene image). 

Sophocles 1‘396 Tr(i/-; the play is dated by Pliny Nalural History 18. 63. 

’’ IdMH Paridis indicium 10. 

Ovid Metamorphoses 7. 179 237, esp. 236-7. 
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threw a box ot her magical drugs out ol it as she flew over I'hessaly: this sowed tlie 
land with noxious and magical plants and gave rise to the famous culture ol' 
Thessalian witchcraft.'"’^ 


The Colchis drakon: Medea and the culture 
of drakon-iending virgins 

The next dra/con-episode Medea acquired, according to the record, was the iconic- 
one of the Colchis drakon. In Chapter 1 we saw that she had acquired this 
association certainly from 431 ik:, the date of FTiripides’ Medea, hut probably 
also from at kctst 480-470 bc, if we have interpreted the significance of the Duris 
cup aright. We vSaw too how the conceptualization of her interaction with the 
drakon converged, especially at iconographic level, with that of the Hespcrides’ 
interaction with their drakon, Ladon. In Chapter 2 we argued that the Hesperides 
may have had something of the serpent in their own nature in view ol their 
alignment with both the Gorgons and the Graeae in the Perseus tradition. Might 
the same have been true of Medea? In any case the motif of the young woman 
feeding a serpent from a phiale, found in Medea’s case from c.380-360 lu; 
(Fig, 5.3), is difficult to dissociate, in the early fourth century lu:, Irom 
the iconography of Hygieia. Hygieia had come to prominence in the late fifth 
century bc alongside a phalanx of other benign anguiform or serpent-related 
deities devoted to wealth or health, the most prominent of which was of course 
her father and companion Asclepius.”^ In the case ol Ilygieia's iconography 
there is no doubt that woman and serpent are, at one level, identical with each 
other (Ch. 9). 

The drakon-tending virgin is a phenomenon of Graeco-Roman culture less well 
advertised than it might be.’"’ Hygieia (and so too subsequently her Roman 
counterparts, Salus and Valetudo), the never-married daughter ol Asclepius, 
must be assumed to be a virgin as she feeds her serpent from her phiale. The 
role of the Hesperides as drakonAcnd'm^ virgins, whether dutilul or deceitful ones, 
is self-evident. Virgil does not tell us whether the Massylian witch he aligns with 
them is also a virgin. 

Medea herself is of course a virgin until seduced by Jason. Certainly by the time 
of Valerius Flaccus it has become clear that the (A)lchis drakon is Medea’s special 
pet. Fie first introduces Medea by describing her as a princess who calls forth her 
draco from inner recesses (adyta) with food and incantation, and plies it with 
honey (sc. cakes) darkened with exotic poisons (venetia). 4’he last no doubt salutes 
the commonplace that serpents nurture their venom by feeding on poisonous 


Schol. Aristophanes ('lands y-ISla. Similarly, when Perseus had llown over Libya with the newly 
severed (lorgon’s head, the drops of blood that dripped Iroin it onto the earth gave rise to the terrible 
snakes of Libya. 'Lhe tale is first found in Apollonius {Atyanniitiai 1. 1313 17), hut it is developed with 
particular relish by Lucan, who prefaces his extended treatment ol these snakes with an account of their 
genesis (9. 619-99). 

'Lhe earliest recoverable image of Hygieia with her phiale is indicated by I.IM(. Hygieia :•> 
Asklepios 98, thought to he a copy of a 3th century lu; original. 

” Deonna 19-19 and Pailler 1997 grope towards the subject. 
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I'ig. 5.3. Medea drugs the Serpent of Cx)lchis from her phiale, whilst jason filches the 
golden fleece. Red-figure volute crater, c.320-31() ik:. Naples Museo Nazionale 82126 
(1132i8) = L1M(^ lason 42. Redrawn by Hriko Ogden. 


herbs, though it also anticipates Medea’s drugging of the serpent for Jason. Medea 
tells Jason, ‘1 am the only one that he looks upon with fear. He has the habit of 
calling me by choice and he asks me for food with a fawning ihlanda) tongue.’ She 
implies that the serpent trusts her: ‘What trick do you fear whilst I am standing by 
you? I myself will look after the grove for a brief while. In the meantime you lay 
aside your long toil.’ When she has finally put her ‘dear’ draco to sleep, she throws 
herself upon it and embraces it: 

and Ishe) wept for herself and her nursling to whom she was being so cruel. “This was not 
how you looked when late at night I brought you offerings and feasts, nor was I like this 
when 1 put honey cakes in your gaping mouth and faithfully nourished you with my 
poisons. Mow heavy your bulk as you lie! Mow slowly you breathe as you lie there 
motionless! At least, unfortunate one, I have not killed you! Alas, you are destined to 
experience a cruel daylight! Soon you will see no fleece, no shining offering under your 
shade. So withdraw, and pass your old age in other groves, and forget me, I beg you.” 

How long Medea had been imagined to have this special relationship with the 
(Colchis drakon prior to Valerius Haccus is unclear, but it is probably implied by 
the serpent’s willingness to take food from her hand, as it is first seen to do on the 
[K)ts of c.38()-36() lic. 


Valerius Maccus Ar^omiulUu I. 60-3, 8. 62-3, 77-8, 93-103. 
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F'ig. 5.4. A woman (a i/n?/co/i-tcnding virgin?) lends a ihrcc-hcaded scrpenl. Caerctan 
rcd-on-white-stylc amphora, e.66()-640 lu;. Amslerdam, Allard-Pierson Collection 
10.188 = LIMC Medeia 2. Redrawn by l-riko Ogden. 

A marvellous Caeretan hydria of c.66()-640 bc (lag. 5.4) has sometimes been 
thought to represent a very early image of Medea tending a tliree-headed Colchis 
drakdri/'^ Strong considerations, however, tell against such an identification; there 
is no sign of the fleece, the Colchis drakon is never otherwise depicted as three- 
headed, and Medea has no involvement with the (Colchis drakon in the next group 
of secure iconographic sources for it, beginning with the Duris cup. ’^ d’here is a 
greater degree of likelihood that the woman is a 1 lesperid, tending Ladon, given 
that Ladon is three-headed in some of his earliest secure extant images, and that 
Hesperides are otherwise securely found tending Ladon from c.SOO bc;, long before 
Medea is otherwise first found tending the Colchis drakon, c.380-360 bc, as 
we have seen. But, given that there are no apples on view either, and that the 
woman is singular, it is likeliest of all that the image represents some other drakon 
and some other woman, perhaps a forgotten archetype underlying subsequent 
notions about the Hesperides and Medea alike, or even a generic c/rc/^d;/-tending 
virgin. 

Hygieia, the Hesperides, and Medea belong to the realm of myth, but slightly 
more tangible drakon-[ending virgins are found, it seems, in association with cult. 
Herodotus implies that the oikouros ophis of the Athenian acropolis, which 
famously went off its honey cakes to foretell the Persian sack of the city, was fed 
and tended by the priestess of Athene Polias (Ch. 10).'"^ It has usually been 


lAMC. Medeia 2; cl. M. Schmidt 1992 ad loc. 

Ikit on the positive side, we do know tliat Medea hatl entered the iconograjdiic tradition by ('.^>30 
ik;, the date ol a magnificent Idruscan olpc on wliiclt Medea, labelled with an I'truscan variant ol lier 
name, ‘Metaia’, wielding a spoon or a wand, boils up )ason in her cauldron to rejuvenate him as the 
Argonauts, misunderstanding the situation, come running to help, the shijVs sail under their arms: 
IA Mi I Medeia 1. 

■''' 1 lerodotus 8. 41. 
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contended that this priestess had to be chaste whilst in office, though not actually 
virgin 

Aelian speaks of a sanctuary of Apollo in Epirus full of snakes, the pets of the 
god, sprung from Python at Delphi. I’hey are fed rneiligmata (‘appeasements’) by 
a virgin priestess. If they take the food eagerly, a year of health and prosperity is 
predicted. But if they scare her and refuse the food, then they predict the reverse.^’* 
'fhis raises the issue of whether a significant connection was ever made in ancient 
thought between the Delphic Python and the virgin or chaste Pythian priestesses. 
'The closest we come is the time-kaleidoscoping astrological fantasy of Lucian’s 
(noted in Ch. 2) in which the Pythian priestess, who of course belongs to the post- 
Python, Apolline phase of the oracle, is inspired by a drakon that speaks under her 
tripod and shares some sort of bond with the drakon in the stars.^’“ 

Pausanias tells of the cult of Sosipolis on Mt. Cronins near Elea and its 
foundation myth. I’he serpent-god’s name or title appropriately signifies ‘City- 
saviour’ and, with equal appropriateness, is pleasingly sibilant. According to the 
myth, when the Eleans had once faced the Arcadians in battle, a mysterious 
woman, evidently Eileithyia, goddess of childbirth, came to their generals with a 
baby at her breast and told them that a dream had told her to give the baby to 
them to light alongside them. They duly laid it before the army. As the Arcadians 
attacked, the baby transformed itself into a drakon and threw them into disarray, 
before disappearing into the earth, 'fhe Eleans built this dairnon a sanctuary at the 
point he entered the earth, naming him Sosipolis and saw fit to worship the 
beneficent Eileithyia beside him too. Their common temple had an outer sanctum 
for Eileithyia and an inner one for Sosipolis. The priestess of Sosipolis (and, 
seemingly, luleithyia too) was an old woman who kept chaste. She alone could 
enter Sosipolis’ sanctum, and she did so, wearing a white veil, to take the god 
bathing water and honey-cakes.^’'^ 

4'he rites of the Classical Athenian 4’hesmophoria festival constitute a more 
difficult case. Our principal source for them is a deeply confused scholium to 
Lucian, perhaps based on the work of a first-century uc grammarian, Didymus. It 
seems that women throw piglets, cakes made in the shapes of drakontes and 
phalluses, and pine-branches down into the so-called megara, underground 
chasms, of Demeter and Kore. 'fhis is in honour of Eubuleus. The piglets and 
the cakes are largely, but not wholly, devoured by the di'akontes that live within 
the chasms. Later on, women who have kept themselves pure (katfiareusai, i.e. 


lUil doubt now on this score from B. Jordan 1979; 31, Pailler 1997: 539 and M. Dillon 2002: 78. 
Blutarch /hofiistoclcs 10 implies rather that the oikouros aphis was looked after hy undefined ‘priests’, 
hut his testimony may not he worth much; it is not clear that his own version of the story is ultimately 
underpinned hy anything other than 1 lerodotus, 

Aelian Nalmr of Animals 11.2. 
l.ucian On Astrology 23. 

Pausanias 6. 20. 2 6. Pausanias also tells that dedications of incense were made to Sosipolis, hut 
no libations of wine, and that great oaths were sworn hy him. Discussion at C. Robert 1893, P'ra/.er 1898 
on 6. 20. 2, J. Schmidt 1929, Mitropoulou 1977: 62-3. 'Hie notion, originating with Robert, tliat this 
Sosipolis was an aspect of Zeus, is insufficiently grounded: it depends upon appeal to the Zeus Sosipolis 
of Magnesia (Strabo (Zvl2) and to the temple’s location on a hill named for Oonus. The site of the 
temple has been identifietl: it is small, just 2.71 x 2.81 m: see Ikipachatzis 1963-74 ad loc. and Maddoli, 
Nafissi, and Saladino 1999 ad loc. (pp. 331-6). 
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inter alia, abstained from sex) for three days, descend into the chasms making 
a rattling noise before which the draJwntes withdraw. I’hey retrieve what 
little is left of the food and bring it up. Accordingly, they are called ‘balers 
of bilge’ (antletriai). The remains are laid on altars, whence they are taken to 
be mixed with seeds to ensure a good harvest. Here we have temporarily 
chaste women indirectly associated with the feeding of snakes at least. 1’he 
women that threw the food down in the lirst place were probably all those 
participating in the festival, as opposed to just the ‘balers of bilge’: this wider 
group would have included women other than virgins—Callimachus actually 
asserts that virgins were banned from pariticipation, though Lucian subse¬ 
quently places a virgin bride at the festival—but they too may, again, have 
been temporarily chaste.^’’ 

Rome and Italy also offer some examples of the phenomenon of the drakon- 
tending virgin at the levels of both myth (or what is effectively myth) and cull. As 
to the former, the last of the great Classical dru/cd/i-slaying myths was that of the 
massive draco of the river Bagrada slain by Regulus, as we have seen (Ch. I). 
According to Silius, this draco too has its own group ol'virgins, the Naiad sisters 
that live in the river it guards, of whom it is said to be the servant ifaniuliis). 
Regulus’ prophets warn him that he will be pursued by the sisters’ anger for killing 
the creature.^'^' 

As to the latter, an unexpected antiquarian note of Propertius tells us of a rite 
practiced in Lanuvium. Here virgins, who must watch their step, carry titbits in 
baskets down a sacred and ‘blind’ descent for an ancient draco. If they have kept 
themselves chaste, they return to the arms of their parents, and the farmers shout 
‘the year will be fertile’.^'^' In the early third century ad Aelian gives us another 
account of the rite, which he accidentally transfers to Lavinium. He locates it at a 
sanctuary of ‘Argive Hera’. He tells that on appointed days blindlolded virgins 
carry barley cakes in their hands into the sanctuary’s thick-wooded grove and that 
they are drawn through it to the draco's lair by its breath. 'The draco can delect 
whether they are virgin or not, and eats the cakes only ol'those that are, leaving the 
others for the ants to crumble, 'fhe girl whose cake is not eaten is disgraced and 
punished (though not, as one reading of Propertius might imply, devoured by the 
snake).'Phis rite is rendered somewhat more tangible for us by coins. The 
reverses of coins of L. Procilius of 80 lu: depict )uno Sospila (for it is she) together 
with a snake, as subsequently do coins of Antoninus Pius of ad 140-3.^’^ More 
intriguingly, the obverses of coins minted in 64 and 54 lu: by L. Roscius Pabalus 


Schol. Lucian Didlo^ucs of the C.ourtcsdti^i 2. Virgins at llic Icstival; Lucian l'>iiilo;^ucs oj the 
(Courtesans 2. 1 contra (lalliinacluis 1‘63 LIciHc'r. Discussinn at Kiisler 1913: Ml 2, Deubner 1932; ;'»0 
60, Ibunificld 1981; 73-9 (with Irans. oi the scholium at 73 -1), Burkert 1983: 2-12- 6, M. Dillon 2002; 

1 M. Barker 2005: 221-2. 

Silius Italicus Punica 6. 140-293, esp. 286-90. C4. Statius I'lichaid 3. 380- 2, where the serpent ol 
Nemea is mourned in death hy the nymphs that had been wont to s}ninkle it with spring flowers. 

Propertius 4. 8. 2-14. 

Aelian Nature ofAniniais 11. 16. 'I'he notion tliat a snake might he used to test chastity should he 
compared with Lucan’s information that the Psylli used snakebites t(^ test the legitimacy ol their 
children: 9. 890-937. 

Procilius: Sydenham 1952; 126 nos. 771-2, with i"*!. 22; cf. Pohlkamjt 1983; 77 n. 162. Antoninus 
Pius: lAMCl luno 26. 
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Tig. 5.5. A veiled virgin feeds the sacred snake of jiino Sospita with honey-cakes Irom the 
Idld of her dress. Reverse, coin of L. Roscius I'abatus of 64 uc, Sydenham 1952: 152 no. 915 
and pi. 25. Redrawn by l-riko Ogden. 


display the head of )Lino Sospita whilst their reverses show a girl feeding a 
rampant snake (Fig. 5.5). She holds her dress out in front to make a cradle, and 
the cake or cakes, we may assume, rest in the fold.^^'^ Plutarch recycles what is 
evidently an aetiological tale for the rite from the Hellenistic historian Pytho- 
cles of Samos: as the Carthaginians and Siceliots formed the alliance that would 
result in the First Punic War (264 lu:), the general Metellus neglected to 
sacrifice to Vesta, who accordingly sent a hostile wind against his ships. Fie 
could only calm the wind (a la Agamemnon) by the sacrifice to Vesta of his 
daughter. As he brought the girl forth to kill, Vesta took pity upon her, 
substituted a heifer for her, and spirited her away to Lanuvium to become 
the priestess of the drakon worshipped there.A cult of some sort for Vesta 
he rsell at Lanuvium is attested in the age of this Metellus by the discovery 
there o( an earlier-third-century ik: cup bearing the archaic Latin legend Vestai 
pocolo, ‘cup for Vesta’."'* As we shall see, Christian tradition was to take up this 
Lanuvium cult, confuse it (designedly or otherwise) with that of the Vestal 
Virgins in Rome, and build an elaborate saintly dragon-fight narrative upon it 
(Ch. 11). With Ladon and the Colchis drakon, the seduction of the virgin 
entails a loss of golden treasure; at Lanuvium, the seduction of the virgin 
entails a loss of the year’s fertility. 


Douglas 1913: 63 lig. 2.3 (with furlher rcl'crcnccs al 70 and a general review of ihe cull’s 
iconograjdiy), Sydenham 1932: 132 no. 913 with pi. 23; Pohlkamp 1983: 77 n. 163, wilh related 
examples. 

Plutarch Ptintllcld miiioni 11 (Mornlid 3()9a-h) - Pylhocies of Samos ilKi iv. p. 488 I’l. I'he 
genuineness ol (he Pdidllchi niitioni is doubted Ibr (inconclusive) stylistic reasons, but it is not thought 
to have been composed far distantly from Plutarch’s era. 'I'he name of Lanuvium is corrupt in the .MSS, 
hut the restoration can hardly he doubted. ( A. Pailler 1997: 317-20. When Propertius talks of his ‘hliiul’ 
(auro) descent al Lanuvium he may at one level he paying tribute to the association of the C^aecilii 
Metelli with the cult. 

' (Al. i’ -132 ■ ll.S ii. 1, 2968 - Idaiout 1937 no. Ill; cf. Pailler 1997: 317. 
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Defence against the warriors sown from 
the teeth of the Serpent of Ares 

Jason faced the ordeal of the earthborn men sown with the teeth of the Serpent of 
Ares slain by Cadmus already in the mid-sixth-century bc (?) Eumelus. 'fhe 
relevant fragment is preseiwed by a scholium to Apollonius> and the defective 
frame in which the scholium sets the fragment may imply that Medea had some 
involvement with the episode, but this is too precarious to build anything on7“ 
Medea must surely have established an association with the serpent’s teeth and the 
earthborn warriors by 462 bc, when Pindar tells of the invincibility lotion she 
prepared to protect Jason from the fiery bulls. Pindar does not specify what )ason 
was sowing in the field he ploughed with them, but it is hard to imagine it was 
anything else than the serpent’s teeth.The connection between Medea’s lotion 
and the defence of Jason against the earthborn becomes fully explicit for us finally 
in Apollonius’ Argonautica7'^ Apollonius is followed in this by Valerius Placcus 
and Apollodorus.^'' Valerius Placcus also has Medea use her magic much more 
directly against the earthborn: )ason throws into their midst not a stone but his 
helmet, which Medea has imbued with her magical drugs. 


T he phantom serpents of Artemis 


Diodorus’ expansive account of Medea’s adventures is derived from the rational¬ 
izing work of the second-century bc Dionysius Scytobrachion. In a unique 
episode of this, as part of her elaborate deception ol Pelias, Medea uses her 
drugs to conjure up phantoms (eidola) of drakontes, which, she claims, have 
drawn Artemis through the air in her chariot to Pelias from the 1 lyperhoreans. 
Clearly this salutes the theme of Medea’s own serpent-chariot.'"'' 


Medea becomes Angitia ot the Marsi 

The famously snake-bursting Marsi, oi whom more anon, lived beside Lake 
P’ucinus, where the sanctuary of their special goddess, Angitia, was located. She 
is attested in local inscriptions from as early as the fourth century bc:, and these 
may also suggest that, snakes aside, the goddess took an interest in general matteis 
of fertility.'"^ The Latin tradition knew from an early stage that Angitia was 
a daughter of Colchian Aeetes, but it debated as to whether she was a thiid 


I-Ainielus 1‘ 21 West = schol. Apollonius Ar^otuuitiai 3. 135-1. 

Pindar Pythian 213-29. 

' ' Apollonius ol Rhodes Aryonantica 3. lOl-21, 1026-62, 1 176-22-1, 1216 67. 

Valerius Placcus Aryonantica 7. 355-6-13, with 607-13 for tlte light itself, ApolpKlorus lUhliothaa 
1. 9. 23. 

Valerius Placcus Aryonaiilica 7. -16-72, 631-1 (including the dubious line 636; the dubious status 
of this line does not, however coniproniise the general sense ol the passage), 8. 106- 8. 

Diodorus-1. 51. 

Lake P'ucinus: Virgil Acncid 7. 759 -60; the sanctuary has been excavated. 1 he earliest inscri|'>tion 
to name her: CIL i’ 5 = ILLRP7 = Vetter 1953 no. 228a (l.uco). Some inscriptions suggest that there 
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daughter in her own right, or to be identified with Medea or even Circe. The late- 
second-century lic historian Gnaeus Gellius made her an independent daughter 
who taught the Marsi how to heal disease and was consequently held to be a 
goddess, whilst the son of her sister Medea ruled over them.^'^ This awkward 
arrangement perhaps represents an attempt to reconcile an already established 
tradition that Angitia had originated actually in the figure of Medea herself, a 
tradition that only becomes fully explicit for us with Servius, who tells that Medea 
came to the Marrubians (i.e. the Marsi, whose capital was at Marruvium), and 
taught them remedies against serpents, and how to torture (angerent) them, 
wherefore they called her Angitia (cf., more pertinently, angiiis, ‘snake’).Be¬ 
tween Gnaeus Gellius and Servius, the identification of Medea with Angitia may 
be latent too in Ovid’s assertion that Medea herself had the power to split snakes 
apart with her incantations.^' The tradition attested from the time of Pliny that 
Carce was rather the mother of the race probably entails a third notion that 
Angitia had originated rather in her.^“ 


I’he collection of venoms for magical potions 

In Seneca’s Medea the witch is portrayed as summoning together snakes so as to 
be able to collect their venom in order to manufacture the burning poison with 
which she will imbue Glance’s wedding dress. But then she decides that 
common-or-garden earthly snakes are insufficient for her task, and that she 
must draw also on the venoms of cosmic and mythical serpents. She turns, 
therefore, to the serpent gripped by Ophiuchus, to Python, to the Hydra, and 
of course to her own Serpent of Colchis.It is quite natural that Medea 
should have manufactured the burning poison for the dress from the venom 
of fantastical dralwntes. Prom its first appearance in ITiripides’ Medea^'^ the 
burning-dress the witch gives to Glance is a caique upon the burning tunic 
Deianeira had given to Heracles, and in that too the active ingredient had been 
the Hydra’s venom, suffused into the tunic in the blood or semen of Nessus (for 
which see Ch. 6). 


may have been a plurality of Angitias; (AL ix 3074 (Solinona), 3885 (Luco); cf. also 3515. Discussion at 
helta 1972: 53-9, 61-3, Dench 1995: 159-60, 163-4 (the latter with further epigraphic evidence). 

Cinaeus Gellius 1'9 llRll apiul Solinus 2. 27-30 (4th cent. ad). 

Servius on Virgil Aaiciil 7. 750; d. l.elta 1972: 56. for turther discussion of the etymology ot the 
name Angitia, see h'estus p. 26 L, with 'I'upet 1976: 198. 

Ovid Mctuniorphosca 7. 203; cf also Ars aumtoria 2. 101-2. Admittedly, other witches could he 
attributed with similar snake splitting abilities in the Latin poetic tradition, as with the 4’hessalians at 
Lucan 6. 488 -91; cf (4i. 6 on this text. 

Pliny Ndhinil //fs/ory 7. 15, 25. 1 1; so too Aulus (iellius 16. 11. 1, Solinus 2. 27; cf Letta 1972: 
53 -4. Silius Italicus 8. 495-9, knowingly perhaps, keeps his options open and will say only that Angitia, 
the daughter ol Aeetes’, was the lirst to teach the Marsi how to blunt the viper’s poison with herbs and 
incantations, and how to tame venomous animals by touching them. 

Seneca Malcd 684-705; discussion at Nussbaum 1997: 234-40. 

luiripides Mcdcd 780 -9, 1136-230. 
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We depend upon the second-century ad Hyginus uniquely for the tradition of 
Medea’s control of the serpents of Absoris: ‘Medea yoked her drakontes and 
returned to Colchis from Athens. In the course of her journey she came to 
Absoris, where her brother Apsyrtiis was buried. The locals there were over¬ 
whelmed by a multitude of snakes. Answering their plea, Medea collected them 
together and hurled them into her brother’s tomb, d’hey remain there to this day, 
but if any of them leaves the tomb, it pays its debt to nature.’^’ 'I'he plague ol’ 
snakes may be read, at some level, as a manifestation of the dead Apsyrtiis, given 
that the heroic dead often manifested themselves in the form of individual snakes 
at any rate, as famously in the case of Virgil’s Anchises (CT. 7).^^’ More germanely, 
in Seneca’s Medea, Medea is herself confronted by the ghost of Apsyrtiis accom¬ 
panied by Furies seemingly brandishing a huge snake, whereupon she sacrifices 
her children to the ghost.^"' The Absoris snake-plague may perhaps, consequently, 
be read as an expression oi the murdered Apsyrtus’s anger and distress, whilst 
Medea’s confinement of the snakes to his tomb may accordingly be read as a sort 
of ghost-confining measure, in parallel with the tradition that Medea and Jason 
subjected Apsyrtiis’ body (and thereby ghost) to a hobbling niaschalistnos or 
‘armpitting’.^^ 


SNAKF-MASTER RACES 

Ancient tradition knew of three fantastical races or lamily-groups oi snake- 
masters (sM^i/ce-masters, rather than drukd/i-masters specifically), and these were 
often mentioned in the same breath: the Psylli ol the Libyan Syrtes, the Ophio- 
geneis of Parium, Cyprus, and Phrygia, and the Marsi ol Marruvium.^^ Presum¬ 
ably one important inlluence on such fantasies was the work ol the actual snake- 
charmers abroad in the ancient world. We hear less ol these than we might have 
expected, but Plato found them familiar enough in his own day to make passing 
reference to them twice, and in vso doing to let us know that kelesis was the 
established Greek term for their activities: ‘'The craft of the sorcerers ol vipers 
and poisonous spiders and scorpions and other creatures is “charming (kelesis) ; 
‘Thrasymachus seems to me... to have been charmed by you ikeletlienai) like a 
snake.’ In both cases Plato luses the image of snake-charming as a comparison for 
verbal persuasion, which may imply that incantation lay at the heart ol the 
lechnique.'^^^ 


\ lychnis I'dbulac lb. Virgil Atvic’/J 3. 93-6. Seneca 9:')S-77. 

As at Apollonius Argonauiica -t. -177; cf. Sudn s.v. 

Varro Autiifuitate^ rcnini hunuinaruni cl ili\'iuar\m\ I. 2. I, Strabo (,3H8, IMiny Ndtunil 
28. 30. 

Plato liulhydctlius 29()a: v) /u'l- |sc. Tc'xyi)\ /«/> to) 1 ' c-notVnr (xcd)r t( kh! k(u axopnion 

Kdl TO)i' fl/\/\(oi’ 0ij[)[(u]’ Tc Kdi KiiAijdic . . . ; Republic 338b: yrjc ytif) H'n f/xnrt rui . . 

uTTo <jf)v dt(jnef) KijXiifhjVdi .... (yf. Bonner 1906: 301. 
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Psylli 


'rhe Psylli were mentioned first by Hecataeus (whose ‘Psyllic Gulf’ was doubtless 
related to the Syrtes), whilst for Herodotus they were an already long-vanished 
race, who had been buried in desert sands when they made war on the South 
Wind/^^ But for the authors of the third century nc and onwards they were alive 
again, and from this p>oint they were defined by their relationship with snakes, and 
not least the notoriously terrible ones of their own land of Libya/'^" The third- 
century Bc paradoxographer Antigonus knew that the Psylli could not feel 
snakebite's/^'^ Callias, the author of a multi-volume work on the Syracusan tyrant 
Agathocles (d. 289 bc), knew that a Psyllus could cure a snakebite in its early 
stages by spitting on it and ‘bewitching’ {kategoeteuse) it with saliva, in its middle 
stages by swilling water in his mouth, spitting it out and giving it to the victim to 
drink, and in its late stages by lying down naked with the victim and rubbing skin 
against skin/^‘ 'fhe second-century bc Agatharchides of Cnidus maintained, in 
indirect response to Herodotus, that the Psylli had been brought to the brink of 
extinction not by the South Wind but by the neighbouring Nasamones, and that 
the race had then been repopulated by its straggling survivors. Agatharchides 
knew that the Psylli derived their name from a king Psyllus, whose tomb was 
situated in the Greater Syrtes, that they could not feel the bites or stings of deadly 
snakes or scorpions, that their blood was fatal to snakes, and that their very touch 
or odour indicted an enervating drowsiness on the creatures, as if it were a sleep- 
inducing drug (a great achievement, since it was normally held in antiquity that 
snakes, which cannot close their eyes, were by nature unsleeping). He knew too 
that the Psylli subjected their children to a trial of legitimacy (more strictly a trial 
of Psyllus-paternity) by throwing them into a chest of snakes; the snakes wilted 
away before the child of Psyllus-blood, instead of attacking him.‘^'’ These themes 
are Irequently resumed and sometimes finessed in the later Greek and especially 
the Latin traditions, with particularly elaborate contributions from Lucan in the 
context ol his description of Cato’s march through Libya and Silius as he describes 
the backgrounds of several of the Carthaginian Hannibal’s local allies.'^^’ Amongst 


i Iccataeus /•(//// 1 M''331 -2; 1 Icrodoliis 4. 173, whose material is resumed at Aulus Ciellius 16. 11. 
3. I'or the Psylli in general see (the inaccurate) C). Phillips 1995. 

In this same century, Apollonius Argotiautka 4. 1513-17 and Voiiudiitiou of Alcxaudria P'4 
Powell derives the terrible snakes of Libya Irom the drips ol blood from Medusa’s decapitated head as 
Perseus Hew over the land with it; cf also Lucan 9. 619-839. 

Antigonus Colicciiou of Miraculous Stories 16b. 

C.allias oi Syracuse l-Grll 564 l•3 apud Aelian Nature of Auiuials 16. 28, who also cites Nicander 
P32 Gow and Scholfield, tor the last method. 

Agatharchides ofCnidus Idirll 86 P'21a (= Pliny Natural History 7. 14), l^lb (= Aelian Nature of 
Auiuials 16. 27; the more extensive treatment of the Psylli at 1. 57 evidently derives from the same 
source). 1 he lull extent ol Agatharchides’ material on the Psylli is apparently unknown to Phillips, who 
proclaims (1995) that the Psylli’s tamous legitimacy-test is found first in Varro. 'The notion of paternity¬ 
testing with snakes originated in a variant of the myth of baby Heracles. According to the version at 
Pherecydes P69 howler (apud Apollodorus liihliotlieca 2. 4. 8), Amphitryon wished to know which of the 
twins 1 leracles ami Iphicles had been sired by him and which by Zeus, and so he cast drakoutes into their 
bed. When Iphicles lied whilst 1 leracles stood his ground, he knew that the former was his own. 

Varro Autiquitates reriuu luuuauariuu et diviuaruui 1.2. 1 (legitimacy test); Cinna P'lO (kmrtney 
apud Aulus (iellius 9. 12. 12 (‘Punic’ Psylli render asps drowsy); Strabo C814-15 (Psylli resistant to 
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later novelties is the more explicit assertion that the Psylli were sorcerers/^'' 
Cassius Dio makes an important logical clarification in relation to the legitimacy 
test; only men can be Psylli, not women, so the test cannot produce a false positive 
on the basis of blood inherited from the mother."'^^ Pliny (on occasion) and 
Pausanias speak of Psylli almost in the way that imperial texts speak of ‘Chal- 
daeans’, that is as denoting groups of technical specialists abroad and perhaps 
itinerant in the Roman empire with little ostensible connection to the place 
indicated by the ethnic used to designate them. Pliny tells that Psylli had imported 
pests from all countries into Italy, to profit from them, but had failed to be able to 
keep their scorpions alive, save in Sicily.'^'^ fie seems to say too that the Psylli tested 
themselves against poisonous toads which they first irritated by warming them in 
pans; this is suggestive of some sort of travelling show.'^^^^ Pausanias tells that the 
Psylli found it easier to cure men bitten on Helicon because the roots and herbs 
the snakes ate there were less poisonous than elsewhere. 


Ophiogeneis 

We know of three groups of people termed Ophiogeneis, ‘Snakeborif.’^’" Strabo 
speaks of a group in Parium on the Hellespont; 

Here, they preserve the myth that Ophiogeneis have a kinship with serpents. I’hcy say that 
the males of the Ophiogeneis cure those who are bitten by vipers [echiodcktoi] by continu¬ 
ously massaging them, like sorcerers [epoidoi], lirst bringing the discoloration across into 
themselves and then putting a stop to the inflammation and the pain, 'fhey tell the myth 
that the founder of the race transformed into a human hero from having been a snake. 
Perhaps he was one of the Psylli of Libya. His power endured amongst his descendants for a 
time. (Strabo C588)“^' 


snakebites); Celsus On Medicine 5. 27 (Psylli suck out venom); Lucan 9. 890-937 (the Psylli’s voice has 
the power of a drug over a snake; they are protected by their blood; their legitimacy test; their circular 
fumigation techniques; their spittle contains the venom within the wound, or they will suck it out, and 
can tell from the taste of the venom what variety of snake has inflicted the bite); Pliny Natural IlistoryH. 
93 (snakes repelled by the scent of the Psylli), 21. 78 (Psylli resistant to snakebites), 28. 30 (Psylli suck 
out venom); Silius Italicus 1. 411-13 (Athyr, a Psyllus-like ally of Hannibal, disarms serpents of their 
poison; sends them to sleep with his touch; performs the legitimacy test), 3. 300-2 (the Marmaridae, 
Psyllus-like allies of 1 lannibal, make snakes forget their poison with their incantations, and relax them 
by their touch), 5. 352-5 (another Psyllus-like ally of 1 lannibal, Synalus of the (iaramantes, neighbours 
of Cyrenaica, send snakes to sleep by touching them); Plutarch Oato Mifior 56 (the Psylli suck out tlie 
poison and bewitch the snakes with incantations); Cktssius Dio 51. 14 (Psylli cannot feel snakebites; 
they can suck out venom; the legitimacy test, in which the snakes tall asleep when they crawl uiuler the 
child’s clothes); Stephanus of Byzantium s.v. VV^AAot (Psylli’s immunity to snakebites). 

e.g. 1 lesychius s.v. V^pAAj/cAc yoijc: o rtAr ^dvXXcoi’. nl 7^f»AAot eOvoc . h/7i;>/c. 

Cassius Dio 51. 14. 

Pliny Natural History 11.89. I bis is curious: 37. 54 (on tlie etlecls ol Sicilian stones, especially 
the achate, on scorpions might have led us to expect the opposite. 

Pliny Natural History 25. 123; however, the text seems to be corrupt. 

Pausanias 9. 28. 1. 

Discussion at Kiister 1913; 102-4, l•onlenrose 1959; 120, L. Robert 1980: 408. 

h'or the possibility that the snakes of these Ophiogeneis found their way onto the coinage ol 
Parium, see lmhot)f-Blumer 1911 and L. Robert 1980: 408 n. 60. 
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Pliny knew of a group of Ophiogeneis living in Cyprus of whose bodies 
serpents were frightened. He compares them to the Marsi and Psylli (again) 
in this regard, like whom they could cure snakebites with a mere touch or 
suck. But Pliny conceives this group as a family (faniilia) rather than as a race. 
He tells of an ambassador of the family, Euagon, who came to Rome only to be 
thrown by the consuls into a great pot of snakes so that they could test 
his powers, 'fhe snakes merely licked him all over (cf. the legitimacy test of 
the Psylli). Pliny notes that not only the saliva of this family (in common 
with that of the Marsi and the Psylli) but also their sweat had medicinal 
properties, that is, against snakebites. Perhaps it was this unique sweat that 
caused them to emit a virulent smell—itself a characteristic of snakes and 
drakontes—\n the spring. Pliny also suggests that this miraculous family may 
have died out {si mode adiiiic diirat): as with the Psylli, their survival-status 
was at issue. 

A third group, it seems, is attested by a brief note in Aelian’s Nature of Animals 
composed in the early third century ad: ‘As Halia the daughter of Sybaris was 
passing into a grove of Artemis (the grove was in Phiygia) a divine snake 
manifested itself bel'ore her, enormous to see, and it had sex with her. And from 
this derived the so-called Ophiogeneis of the first generation.’ Could Aelian be 
referring to the Parium Ophiogeneis of Strabo? I’his is unlikely. Although it had 
once been regarded as part of Hellespontine Phrygia, in Aelian’s day Parium 
belonged to Bithynia, and the origin myth does not match Strabo’s. It has been 
suggested that the name Halia, which might be construed as ‘woman of the sea’ 
should indicate that the action takes place somewhere on the Phrygian seaboard. 
It has also been suggested that the name should rather be read as Alia, and that the 
woman should be understood to be the eponym of a city of that name in central 
Phrygia. Both are possible.But it is also possible that Aelian has in mind a 
people supposedly living in or around Phrygian Hierapolis, and that these are 
subsequently refracted in the Ophianoi of Hierapolis (Ophiorhyme) in the Acts of 
Philip (Ch. 11). 

It is a curiosity that the Ophiogeneis should be antithetical to snakes and yet 
born of them. But the paradox can be resolved if we bear in mind the ideal 
symmetricality to which ancient drakdn-ii^hts tend ((]hs. 6 and 11): it stands to 
reason, therefore, that those best equipped to fight serpents should be those that 
partake of their nature. 'I’he notion that people should be descended from snakes 
was hardly unique to the Ophiogeneis. It lies at the heart of the ancient 
d’heban myth (and indeed its Colchian offshoot) of the Spartoi, the men sown 
from the teeth ol' the Serpent of Ares. And it lies behind the notion that 
great individuals, such as Aristomenes, Scipio, Aratus, Augustus, and not least 
Alexander the Creat, should have been sired by snakes in congress with their 
mothers (Ch. 9). As we shall see, Alexander’s serpent-heritage may, according to 
one tradition, have similarly equipped him to deliver Alexandria from the menace 
of snakes (Ch. 8). 


Pliny Natural Ilistory 28. 30- I. 

Aelian Nature of Animals 12. 39; discussion at I'ontcnrose 1959: 120. 
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We have already encountered the Marsi of Marruvium beside Lake Lucinus, the 
worshippers of the serpent-related goddess Angitia.’^^^’ I’hey were most famous for 
their ability to split snakes apart or burst them open with their incantationsd^^^ 
Servius’ notion that they tortured snakes, alluded to above, should not be taken 
seriously: it is adduced only in the course of a desperate folk etymology attempting 
to derive the name of Angitia from angere, ‘torture’.No doubt the idea that 
snakes could be burst originated in their slough, although Horace and Ovid, with 
their own logic, localize the bursting in, respectively, their heads and their jaws. 
We are also told that the Marsi could, with their incantations, draw snakes forth 
from their holes, stop them in their tracks, send them to sleep, and blunt their 
venom; herbs could also be deployed for the last of these ends. They could tame 
venomous snakes just by touching them. And they could cure snakebites merely 
by touch or by sucking the venom out, or again with incantation and the 
application of plant juices. 1’his brings them firmly into the realm of the Psylli 
and the Ophiogeneis. They seem particularly close to them too in Aulus Gellius’ 
observation that the Marsi must be of pure blood to exercise their powers against 
snakes.'‘‘ Our sources say little of the Marsi’s purpose in all this, though one 
might imagine that it was fundamentally a religious one. Cialen, however, who 
claims to have had conversations with Marsi in Rome, suggests that they hunted 
snakes to eat them, detailing their butchery methods."" Eustathius was to claim 
that the Romans had the Marsi collect vipers from which to prepare a theriac 
(antidote to venom).In a rare appearance for the Marsi upon the supposedly 
historical stage, the Historia Augusta reports that Elagabalus was said to have had 
‘priests of the Marsian race’ collect snakes (serpentes) and pour them out into 
Rome suddenly before dawn when people were gathering in throngs for the 


I’or the Marsi in general see I.etla 1972 esp. 139-43, Piccalugia 1976, I iipet 1976; 187-98, Dench 
1995: 159-66, O. Phillips 1995. 

l.ucilius Book 20 1-7 C.harpin (575-6 Marx), Virgil liclo^ucs 8. 70-1, I lorace lipodcs 17. 29, Ovid 
Ajnores 2. 1. 23-8, Metatnorplioscs 7. 203, Dc niLuiicdiitific fncici fctiiincac 39, [Quintilian] Dcclnoid- 
lioncs maiorcs 10. 15. 

Servius on Virgil Acneid 7. 750. 

Horace lipodcs 17. 29; Ovid Aiuorcs 2. 1. 25, Mcta})iorplio:ics 7. 203. 

"" Tibullus 1. 8. 20 (snakes stopped in tracks by incantation, though the Marsi are not explicitly 
named), Virgil Acucid 7. 750-60 (Marsi cast sleep on snakes by incantation and touch; possible 
intimation that they can cure snakebites with herbs), Pliny Nniund History 7. 15 (Marsi are naturally 
proot against snakes, like the Psylli), 25. 11 (Marsi cast sleep on snakes), 28. 19 (Marsi burst snakes and 
summon them in the dead of night), 28. 30 (Marsi cure snakebites by touch or sucking), Silius Italicus 
8. 495-99 (sleep-casting; venom blunted with herbs and incantation), Aulus Gellius 16. 11.12 (Marsi 
can cast sleep on snakes and cure snakebites by incantation or plant juices, so long as their blootl 
remains pure; but context suggests confusion with Psylli), y\ugustine Dc (iciicsi od lilcroiii 11. 28. 3:'> 
(‘Serpents are thought to hear and understand the words ol the Marsi, with the result that they usually 
leap forth from their hiding-places when they perform an incantation ... ’; cf. h.ugip}>us k.xccrpto c.\ 
operihus stuicfi Aiiyustiui 35. 11), Avitus of Vienne Dc spiriltdis hisloriitc yeslis 2. 303 13 (venom 
Idunted by incantation; an important text tiiscussed in the next chapter). 

''' Aulus Gellius 16. 11. 1 -2. 

““ (ialen xi p. 143 and xii pp. 316-17 Kiihn. 

' Lustathius on Dionysius Periegetes 376: oc rf^vraji' ni 7\u//af'o( Tftofjotxjir f^yihroAftyai' rir<i( <i< 

KdTnniccvr'ir Oijin(Li<ij(.. 
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games, with the result that many were hurt both by snakebites and in the crush 
to llee.“ ‘ Letta makes the intriguing suggestion that behind Lycophron’s remodel¬ 
ling of their Lake Fucinus into Lake Phorce lurks a notion that the Marsi were 
somehow connected with Phorcys, the great progenitor of drakontes in Hesiod’s 
genealogy (Ch. 4).“'’ 


Thessalian witches 

It seems that it was usually only the males of the above races or groups that 
possessed special powers in relation to snakes. Strabo specifies that it is only the 
males amongst the Ophiogeneis of Parium that possess the power to cure snake¬ 
bites, whilst Dio explains that the all-important Psyllus blood is passed down only 
in the male line.‘'^' If we look for a race amongst whom it is the women that 
possess special powers against snakes, then it is the 'Lhessalians, famed for their 
witches, that offer the best candidate. In a text to which we shall return in the next 
chapter Lucan explains that, ‘For them ['Fhessalian witches) the snake unravels its 
chilly coils and stretches out in the frosty field. Vipers in their knots are split apart 
and reassembled. 'Fhe serpent falls dead when blown upon with human poison.’^ 
And as we will see, the ps.-Aristotelian Mirabilia has a rich but confused tale in 
which a 'Fhessalian woman, presumably a witch, does battle against a terrible 
sacred snake or hieros ophis by means of a magic circle of drugs and an 
incantation."^ 


CONCLUSION 

Amongst the individuals and groups reviewed here, it is above all Athene, who 
brings drakontes to fight drakontes, and the Ophiogeneis, whose ability to resist 
snakes lies in their own snake nature, that introduce us to the great system 
of symmetry that obtains in ancient narratives of and lore about battles between 
drakontes and their human or humanoid opponents. We are now in a position 
to consider this symmetry in its own right, and it duly forms the subject of our 
next chapter. 


'' ' SHA lilii^abdhis 2?>. I. 

" ’ Lycophron Alexandra 127-1, perhaps ultimately derivative or'l'iniaeus; Letta 1972: 56-9. 

Strabo Co88; (Cassius Dio 51. 1-1. 

" ' Lucan 6.-188-91. 

(Aristotle] Miridfilia M5b. 
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The Symmetrical Battle between 
Drakon and Slayer 


Already in earliest Greek tradition fights and other varieties of interaction between 
man and drakon are articulated in a strikingly symmetrical fashion. One thinks at 
once of the pair of drakontes sent against the twins Heracles and Iphicles or that 
sent against the twin sons of Laocoon (Chs. 1 and 3). One thinks also of the 
curious tendency of ancient narratives to find a balance between the adjutant 
figures lolaus and the crab in Heracles’ battle against the Hydra (Ch. 1). But it is 
above all in the field of the weaponry deployed between man and drakon that 
symmetries are constructed, both within individual narratives and at the broadei 
level of lore and culture.’ 


DRAKON AGAINST DRAKON 

In general the best way to fight a drakon was to resemble one oneself, oi to be 
aligned with other drakontes. In the previous chapter we observed that the vaiious 
groups of Ophiogeneis, ‘Snakeborn’, were best equipped to fight snakes and theii 
works precisely because they partook of their nature. We also saw that, amongst 
the gods, the most dogged fighter against anguiforms is the goddess that most 
consistently fights alongside them too, Athene. Valerius iTaccus makes a nice 
point: ‘Typhoeus, claiming too soon that the kingdoms of the sky and the stais 
were captured, grieved to find Bacchus before the battle line and Pallas Athene, 
first of the gods, and the virgin’s snakes opposed to him. “ And so does the late- 
antique Claudian: he has Athene deploying her Gorgon-head to fieeze the sei- 
pent-legs of the giant Palleneus into stone, whilst simultaneously slaying his 
humanoid part with a sword.^ The humanoid can figbt the humanoid, but the 
anguiform is best fought by the anguiform. According to some accounts liom 
the fourth century bc onwards, Athene’s protege Perseus, a good pupil, deployed 
the snaky head of the Gorgon in his fight against the serpentine ketos of Ethiopia 
(Ch. 3). 


' For incunabular notions about the symmetrical battle discussed here and again in (di. 11, see 
Ogden 2007u; 79-86. 

" Valerius Flaccus Argonuutka 4. 236-8. 

^ (daudian 52. 104-13 (Gigantonuichia). 
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When Athene dons the aegis she could be thought to take on the attributes of 
the anguiform monster of which it is the trophy. There was more than one sense 
in which a victor over a drakon could be regarded as becoming a drakon himself. 
Cadmus, the victor over the Serpent of Ares at the site of Thebes and, according to 
Nonnus, a better of Zeus in his battle against Typhon, was subsequently trans¬ 
formed into a drakon in turn, alongside his wife Harmonia (Ch. 2). In the course 
of his elaborate and expansive account of Zeus’ battle against Typhon, which, as 
we shall see, exploits a great many forms of symmetry, Nonnus reminds us that 
Cadmus is destined to become a serpent himself when Zeus offers and then gives 
him Harmonia as a bride in return for his help, the bride with whom he will share 
his serpent form.'^ He anticipates Cadmus’ transformation again in the course of 
his description of his battle against the Serpent of Ares. Indeed, he implies that the 
transformation will be due to Ares’ curse for the killing of his serpent.^ 

Virgil gives us Heracles with a hundred-headed Hydra emblazoned upon his 
shield.^’ The shield that celebrates the former victory over the drakon transforms 
its bearer into a metaphorical drakon in turn. The point is made by the case of 
Adrastus. The killer of the Nemean drakon that had devoured Opheltes-Arche- 
morus (Ch. 1)^ was subsequently to be seen, according to Euripides’ Phoenissae, at 
the siege of Thebes toting a shield emblazoned with a hundred serpents in the act 
of carrying Theban children off in their jaws from the city’s walls.^ The serpents, 
described by the terms drakonteSy hydraU and echidnai, are surely to be construed 
as belonging to a single, hundred-headed, Hydra-like monster, as in the case of 
Heracles’ shield. The notion of serpents carrying children off is particularly 
resonant for the Archemorus episode, even if the serpent-design is more appro¬ 
priate to the immediate metaphorical context, and serves to link Adrastus’ former 
deed with his current one. Adrastus and the Seven over whom he presides have in 
a sense become the Nemean serpent they have slain. 

Nonnus’ account of the battle against Typhon works hard to find further 
drakon opponents for the monster. As he attacks the heavens, some of his serpent 
heads, in direct fashion, attack the serpent-related constellations, Draco itself, 
and Ophiuchus. Ophiuchus throws his ‘fire-reared’ (because astral?) vipers like 
javelins at Typhon.'^ Amongst Typhon’s other heads, leopards, lions, boars, 
bulls, dogs and wolves are mentioned, and he attacks the constellations which 


' Nonnus Dionysiaca 1. 396-9, 2. 663-6. Additionally, Zeus gives Cadmus advice for a smooth life, 
and this is suftused with serpent imagery: 2. 669-79, he advises him not to offend Dircaean Ares (i.e. by 
killing the Serpent of Ares at the site of 'I’hebes, as he is destined to do); he is to sacrifice to the 
constellation of Draco, holding a piece of snake-stone (ophites), and also call upon Olympian 
Ophiuchus, ‘Snake-holder, whilst burning the horn of an Illyrian deer. In snake-lore snake-stone 
cures snake bites (Orphic Lithica 338-73 on ophietis; cf. 461-6 on ophites), whilst burning deer-horn 
repels snakes (see below). 

Nonnus Dionysiaca 5. 135-89. He adjacently dilates at length upon the golden necklace Aphrodite 
gives to Harmonia as a wedding gift, a necklace in the form of a double-headed serpent. 

Virgil Aeneid 7. 658. 

^ Note in particular Apollodorus Bibliotheca 3. 6. 4. 

“ Huripides Phoenissae 1134-8. 

Nonnus Dionysiaca 1. 189, 252-3 (Drakon), 199-200 (Ophiuchus), 244-9 (viper-javelins). 
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themselves include many animals forms, or make appeal to animals in their 
names, dogs, bears, bulls, horses, goats, fish, rams, swansd^^ Nonnus sometimes 
draws particular attention to the symmetricality of the fight in these cases too. 
Thus Orion’s dog attacks Typhon’s beast-heads. Typhon’s horned heads attack 
another astral body, the horned moon, and he also throws bulls he has wrenched 
from the plough at her. One of his horned serpents {drakon ... kerastes) attacks 
the horns of the Bull. In due course, Typhon threatens to replace the signs of the 
Zodiac with his own animal heads.^’ Similar conceits had probably been deployed 
already in Nicander’s description of Typhon’s battle against the gods, and this in 
turn may have gone back in its essentials to Pindar. Nicander’s Typhon seems to 
have borne an array of animal heads that accordingly produced a range of 
terrifying animal noises. He chased the Olympian gods to Egypt, where they all 
transformed themselves into different animals in order to hide from him: But 
they, advisedly, all escaped by changing their appearances into those of animals. 
Apollo became a hawk, Hermes an ibis. Ares a scaly fish, Artemis a cat, Dionysus 
came to resemble a goat, Heracles a fawn, Hephaestus an ox, Leto a shrew, and the 
rest of the gods changed their appearance as each happened to do so. Theie is 
surely a latent reciprocity here. The tale serves, of course, as an aetiology ol the 
animal-headed gods of Egypt. 

The Romans too thought one should send a serpent to fight a serpent. Why 
should the fabulous tale of the Bagrada draco, first attested in the mid first century 
BC (Ch. 1), have been attached to the historical Regulus, of all the Roman geneials 
who might be presumed to have come into contact with the terrible snakes of 
Africa? Perhaps because his name, signifying ‘little king, can be read as a diiect 
translation of basiliskos, the name of a terrible serpent found already in the 
Hippocratic writings and the Septuagint, and the term that ultimately gives 
us ‘basilisk’.Lucan memorably describes Murrus’ encounter with a Libyan 
basiliscus: he idly drives his spear into the snake and its venom shoots up the 
shaft and into his hand, rotting it as it travels, and he can only save himself by 
hacking off his arm at the shoulder with his own sword.'‘‘ And Pliny knows of a 
case in which a basilisk was speared by a knight in similar fashion: the venom 
killed not only the man himself but also the horse on which he was sitting. 
Indeed in later Latin, from the fifth century ad on, regulus is attested as a 
translation of basiliskos. With a similar logic, a British folk-tale was to send Billy 
Biter to fight the Dragon of Filey.*^’ 


Nonnus Dionysiaca 1. 154-257, 2. 244-56. 

" Nonnus Dionysiaca 1. 213-23 (horns), 1. 236-9 (Orion), 1. 1193-4 (horned serpent, Bull), 2. 
281-9 (Zodiac). 

Nicander apud Antoninus Liberalis 28; cf. Pindar F91 SM (the gods change themselves into 
animals when chased by lyphon). So too Ovid Metamorphoses 5. 319-31, Ampelius 2. 10, Apollodoius 
Bibliotheca 1. 6. 3, Lucian On Sacrijkes 14, Hyginus Astronomica 2. 28, Nonnus Dionysiaca 1. 140-5, 
Suda s.v. Tv<f)djc, First Vatican Mythographer 1.11. CL Fontenrose 1959: 75. 

* ’ LSJ s.v. 

“ Lucan 9. 828-33. See Ck)w and SchoKield 1953; 178 and Jacques 2002: 130-2. 

Pliny Natural History 8. 78. 

Text at Tongue 1967. 
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FIRE 


1 he drakons venom is fiery, and its staring, unclosing, unsleeping eyes are ofte^ 
said to flash fire from themselves. In the earliest texts drakorites are also said to 
breathe fire—Homer’s Chimaera is already fire-breathing—though this particulai- 
motif subsequently becomes less common than those familiar with the fire, 
breathing dragons of the medieval world and indeed contemporary Western 
culture may imagine, with the drakontes' breath being attributed by preference 
with a different range of destructive properties.^^ The dra/confes’opponents have 
recourse to various varieties of fire in their battle against them. 


Zeus and Typhon 

In the earliest expansive account of a drakon fight, Hesiod’s narrative of Zeus’ 
battle with Typhon, the parallelism and reciprocity of fire imagery are striking, i^ 
is, at one level, a mirror-battle between the two most terrifying varieties of 
elemental fire: the fire of lightning, which shoots from heaven to earth, and the 
fire of the volcano, which shoots from earth to heaven. 

Hesiod tells of I yphon that. Tire flashed forth from the eyes under the brows of 
his awesome [sc. serpent] heads. And from all his heads as he gazed {derkomenoio) 
fire burned. Zeus answers fire with fire, in the form of his thunderbolt, and 
Hesiod makes the parallelism quite explicit: 

1 he heat that they both generated took hold of the dark blue sea, the heat of the thunder 
and the lightning, and of the fire from the monster, and of the burning winds and the 
burning thunderbolt. The entire earth boiled, and so did the fire and the sea ... When Zeus 
had raised high his might and taken up his weapons, thunder, lightning and the flashing 
thunderbolt, he struck him, leaping from Olympus. And he burned all the heads of the 
terrible monster on all sides. 

Even in his final state of burial, Typhon continues to send forth flame: 

A flame flashed forth from that lord, smitten and struck with the thunderbolt in the obscure 
dells of the craggy mountain. The massive Earth was burned over a wide expanse by 
an awesome vapour (atme), and it melted like tin when smelted by strong craftsmen in 
well-drilled crucibles, or iron, which is the strongest substance. It is subdued in the dells of a 
mountain with burning fire, and it melts in the divine Earth by the hands of Hephaestus. In 
this way then the earth melted in the gleam of flashing fire.“^^ 

After Hesiod the Aeschylean Prometheus Bound too is pointed about the 
reciprocity of fire-weaponry between Typhon and Zeus. Now fierce lightning 
flashes from lyphon’s eyes (Zeus’ distinctive fiery weapon has become his), and 
it is said that the buried Typhon will send forth rivers of fire, and he will boil up in 
anger with hot missiles of a monstrous, ‘fire-breathing’ (pyrpnoos) storm. Zeus, on 
the other hand, destroys Typhon by dashing down a ‘fire-breathing’ {ekpneon 

Homer Iliad 6. 180; Seiuov diTOTTveLovca rrvpoc fievoc aWofxdvoio. 

Hesiod 826-8. 

Hesiod Theogony 844-7, 853-6. 

Hesiod Theogony 859-68; cf. M. L. West 1966 ad loc. 
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phloga) thunderbolt upon him and burning him up to an ember.^^ I’his fiery 
reciprocity is even more explicit in Aeschylus’ Severu when Eteocles describes 
Hippomedon and Hyperbius squaring up to one another in battle: ‘For enemy 
man will stand against man, and they will bring together enemy gods on their 
shields. For the one of them [Flippomedon] has fire-breathing (pyrpnoos) Ty- 
phon, but on Hyperbius’ shield sits firm father Zeus, a burning missile in his hand. 
And no one has ever yet seen Zeus conquered. Such then are the divine supports 
on either side.’~^ The Typhon on Hippomedon’s shield is further described as 
‘sending forth black smoke through his fire-breathing {pyrpnooSy yet again) 
mouth, shimmering sister of flame’.“‘^ 

Hesiod had left it creatively unclear whether the fire Typhon continues to emit 
from beneath the earth is his own or is a remnant of that with which he was 
blasted by Zeus. Both possibilities were exploited to the full in subsequent 
tradition. Pindar seems to hold that the fire Typhon sends up, which for him is 
the fire of Etna and ‘Cyme’ (i.e. Cumae, i.e. Vesuvius), is his own: ‘That reptile 
(herpeton) sends up the most terrible fountains of Hephaestus, a wonderful 
portent to look upon, and an amazing thing to hear of from eyewitnesses.’“‘‘ 
Ovid agrees in the Metamorphoses that the fire Typhon sends up is his own: ‘Lying 
supine under Etna Typhoeus throws up sands and fiercely vomits flame from his 
mouth.’ And in the Fasti he has Typhon ‘breathing out’ his fire from beneath Etna, 
as does Philostratus.“^ 

But others saw the smoky and volcanic lands that had hosted the battle as 
continuing to smoulder rather from the thunderbolts. For Xanthus of Lydia the 
volcanic Lydian Catacaumene, the ‘Burnt Land’, was burned up by the thunder¬ 
bolts Zeus had hurled down on Typhon.Later, Apollodorus and Hyginus were 
to see Etna’s blasts of fire as a remnant of the thunderbolts Zeus had hurled upon 
him.^^ Accordingly, Typhon himself was often portrayed as being burned up, and 
Plato could even invoke him as a shorthand image for this.“^ When Valerius 
Flaccus has Typhon ‘vomiting forth sacred [or accursed] flames from his breast as 
he was pursued, he is presumably thinking of the thunderbolt wound Zeus has 
inflicted upon him rather than his own fire, though the latter may be ironically 
saluted.Others again thought the fires of Etna at any rate derived from Fleph- 
aestus’ anvil, a further burden loaded on top of the monster.^^^ 

Some later takes on the great fire-battle may be noticed briefly. Latin poetry 
exploits both Typhon and Zeus as icons of fieriness in the context of their fight. Ovid 
presents Zeus as toning down his level of fieriness from that used against 1 yphon 


Aeschylus Prometheus Bound 353-74; note also schol. on 351 tor the tire tlavshing troin 1 yphon s 
eyes and Zeus’ thunderbolt. 

Aeschylus Seven 509-13. 

Aeschylus Seven 493-4; so too 511, with TrvpTTvoov again. 

“■* Pindar Pythians 1. 25-6. 

Ovid Metamorphoses 5. 352-3, Pasti 4. 491-4; Philostratus Imagines 2. 17. 5. 

Xanthus of Sardis PGrH 765 P4a and b. 

Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1. 6. 3, Hyginus Pabulae 152. 

Plato Phaedrus 230a. 

Valerius Placcus Argonautica 2. 25. Hyginus Pabulae 152 has Zeus striking 'lyphon’s breast with 
a thunderbolt. 

Antoninus Liberalis 28, quoting Nicander. 
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in order to appear before Semele?^ Seneca notes that even Typhon would have 
groaned if placed on the pyre of Heracles.^“ Apollodorus (presumably building 
on others gone before) enhances Typhon’s fiery armoury: ‘Fire could be seen in 
his eyes. Such was Typhon in form and size when he attacked heaven by setting 
fire to rocks and throwing them at it, with much hissing and bellowing. He 
belched forth a great rainstorm of fire from his mouth.’ Zeus, as ever, responds 
in kind with thunderbolts.^^ In Nonnus’ Dioynisaca Typhon steals Zeus’ own 
thunderbolts (cf the Prometheus Boimd)y and uses them against heaven, albeit 
ineffectively because of his inexperience. Nonnus marks the symmetry by 
describing Typhon himself as he attempts to hurl the thunderbolts as a 
‘spurious Zeus’ {Zeus nothos). Zeus then invokes Eros on the basis that he is 
a fiery god (people burn with desire) to help him recover his fiery thunderbolts 
from lyphon by attacking him with fire.'^^^ At the very end of the ancient 
tradition the Etymologicum Magnum, with Christian colouring but aptly none¬ 
theless, offers the lapidary description of Typhon as ‘a fiery demon’.^^ 


The drakon deploys fire against man: 1. Fiery venom 

Ihe fieriness of drakontes and other snakes in the earlier classical tradition is 
founded in a metaphorical reading of the effects of their venom: it is this that 
burns. Ihus the Nemean drakon overcome by Hippomedon and Capaneus in 
Statius Ihebaid: ‘rages with the fire of parching venom’.The association of fire- 
imagery with snake-venom more generally was widespread, and Nicander com¬ 
monly describes snakebites as fiery, particularly those of vipers.*"^^ But amongst 
non-drakon snakes fieriness was associated above all with the Libyan dipsad, the 
name of which signified, appropriately enough, ‘thirst-inducing’. Nicander tells 
that the dipsad inflames the hearts of its victims, who then drink water maniacally 
until their navels burst.'^^ The poet Lucan offers us a memorably over-the-top 
description of the effects of this snake’s bite: Aulus is eaten from within by a 
devouring fire, attempts to drink the sea dry to quench his thirst, and finally dies 
when he opens his veins so as to be able to drink his own blood.^‘^ Lucian discusses 
the dipsad at some length in his prolalia named for them. The Dipsads, where he 
too describes this snake’s terrible bite explicitly in terms of fire: ‘It burns and 
corrupts and sets alight, and people scream out as if lying on a pyre.’"^^ 


Ovid Metamorphoses 3. 302-4. 

Seneca Hercules Oetaeus 1733-5. 

Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1. 6. 3. 

Nonnus Dionysiaca 1. 154-62, 294-320 {Zeus nothos: 295), 398-405. 
htytjiologicuni Magnum s.v. 7V/>o3i^oc; 11 uf)oj6ovc Saifiovoc. 

Statius Thebaid 5. 521, siccique .. .furit igne veneni. 

Nicander Iheriaca 245 (TTvpTToXeovca) and 364 {rrvfmoXeovrd). For a modern, technical but 
nonetheless accessible study of the world of venomous snakes, particularly vipers, and the effects of 
their venoms, see 4'horpe, Wiister, and Malhorta 1997. 

Nicander Iheriaca 334-58 (c/x^^Acyerai, 338); cf. 125. See Gow and Scholfield 1953: 176 and 
Jacques 2002: 118-20. 

Lucan 9. 734-60; ignis edax at 742. 

Lucian Dipsads 4, ckkulcl, cr/Trei, TTLfnrpacOai 7T(JL€L. 
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We should note that the association of fieriness with snake-venom was more 
widely familiar in the Near East. The Egyptians conceptualized the poison-spitting 
cobra as actually spitting fire.^^ The fiery serpents (the Mebrew term is saraph) 
sent by God upon the Israelites in the desert are well known. God instructed 
Moses to heal their victims by having them look upon a bronze replica of one of 
the snakes.'^“ 


The drakon deploys fire against man: 2. Fiery breath 

We have seen how Typhon was presented as a breather of fire (pyrprioos) from the 
age of Aeschylus onwards. But of all ancient drakontes it was the Chimaera, who 
shared with a Typhon a base in Asia Minor, that was most strongly and repeatedly 
associated with fire-breathing, perhaps because Homer had already drawn explicit 
attention to it in his brief description of the creature, repeated verbatim in the 
Theogonyd^ Indeed an allusive Euripidean chorus can identify the Chimaera 
simply by the phrase ‘fire-breathing (pyrprioos) lioness’.'"^ A fragment of the 
same poet’s Sthenoboea preserves a vivid vignette from Bellerophon’s narrative 
of his fight: ‘I strike to wound the Chimaera in the throat, and a corn-ear-tip of fire 
blasts me and blackens the downy wing of Pegasus here.’"*^ For Lysias ‘guarding 
against the fire of the Chimaera’ was already a proverbial way to describe the 
exercise of foresight.^^^ A famous fragment of the fourth-century comic poet 
Anaxilas compares the courtesan Plangon to the Chimaera because she sets 
foreigners alight with desire."'^ And Pliny’s identification of the Chimaera with 
a volcano that burns with an undying flame day and night also serves to make 
fire-breathing central to the creature’s nature and raison d'etre}'^ 

We cannot doubt that it is by virtue of her drakon element that the Chimaera 
has the capacity to breathe fire. The tradition as to which of her heads actually 
breathed forth the fire was a confused one. The Homeric syntax is ambiguous: it 
may specify that the goat-head alone is the one that breathes the fire, or it may 
mean that the Chimaera as a whole breathes fire, leaving the emitting head(s) 
unspecified. Certainly some came to understand it the former way. A damaged 


Szpakowska 2001, 2003: 170-1. Cobras so conceived played an important role in protecting the 
living from the dead and from demons: they are well known in the form of the iiraeus, and clay models 
of them were set up around beds to protect sleepers from nightmares. 

Numbers 21: 1-9. d’he ‘fiery serpents’ phrase derives from the familiar King James version. I he 
New English Bible offers merely ‘poisonous,’ but the Hebrew term is significant for snakes and fire 
alike. 

Homer Iliad 6.181-2 = 1 lesiod Theogony 323-4. Hesiod’s editors suspect the Homeric couplet to 
be an interpolation. Note also [Hesiod] Ehoiai 43a lines 81-8 MW (we can be reasonably sure that the 
Chimaera was ‘fire-breathing’ here even though the word ‘fire’ alone survives in the papyrus fragment) 
and Pindar Olympians 13. 90. lyphon and the Chimaera are paired at Homeric Hymn to Apollo 367-8. 

Euripides Electra 473-5; but the reference to her ‘hooves’, does give us a clue that the 

creature is more than pure lion. 

Euripides Sthenoboea F665a TrGE. Photius s.v. dih'if) explains that the metaphor rrvpdc 8’ dOrn) 
should be read in this way; cf. Collard, Cropp, and Lee 1995 ad loc. 

Lysias E439 Carey apud 'I'zetzes on Lycophron Alexandra 17. 

Anaxilas Neottis E22 K-A, apud Athenaeus 558a-e. 

Pliny Natural History 2. 236. 
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vase of c.600-575 nc seems to show the Chimaera’s goat-head breathing forth fire; 
it is unclear whether the flame that extends also from the lion’s mouth is a 
continuation of the goat’s flame or a separate one.'^'^ Thereafter fourth-century 
iconography sometimes confines spouting fire to the goat’s mouth/^ Ovid de¬ 
clares that ‘the Chimaera had fire in its middle part’, and Apollodorus and 
Zenobius agree.^^ A scholiast to Homer insists that the Chimaera blew her fire 
rather through her lion-mouth. This offers a kind of logic, given that the lion-head 
was the front one, but the scholiast undermines his case by then comparing the 
Chimaera with a mountain in Lycia that blows up fire from its central point, a 
comparison (or identification) evidently developed to explain the fire-breathing of 
the middle head, the gOc\t’s.^“ Why give the fire to the goat? Perhaps to render the 
Chimaera’s one seemingly harmless, if not actually risible, head, more terrible. It is 
curious that the drakon-hccxd should be the one head not identified in the tradition 
as the unique fire-breather. However, it does get to breathe fire alongside the other 
two in the variant that has the creature breathe fire from all three heads. This 
variant may already have been known to Euripides; it was at any rate known to 
Hyginus, who has the Chimaera breathe forth fire from her ‘threefold mouth’. 

Other drakontes too could be described as fire-breathing. Euripides’ Orestes 
speaks of a pursuing Erinys as a 'drakaina {she-drakon) of Hades’ and as 
‘breathing fire and slaughter from her tunic’, whilst a fellow drakaina-Erinys is 
said to have a mouth of terrible vipers (echidnai).^'^ As we have seen, Statius tells of 
his Nemean drakon that ‘plants are stricken by its hot breaths.We come close to 
fire-breathing too in the case of Silius’ Bagrada draco, which ‘hissed forth Stygian 
heats from its smoking mouth, as well as flashing terrible fire from its eyes.’^^ 


The drakon deploys fire against man: 3. Fiery eyes 

Drakontes and monstrous snakes are often said to flash fire from their eyes. 
This is part of a wider complex of thought about the perils of the drakon s gaze, 
which we will investigate in its own right shortly. In the Theogony Hesiod tells of 


LIMC Chiniaira 21, discussed by Amandry 1948, amongst some other dubious cases. 

LIMC Chimaira 108, Pegasos 193. In the 3rd century ad LIMC Pegasos 169 the flames come from 
tlie lion’s mouth. It is not clear to me whether the lion-head in LIMC Pegasos 213 of c.66() bc is already 
spouting flame. 

Ovid Metamorphoses 9. 646-8, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 3. 1 (cf. 1.9. 3), Zenobius Centiiriae 2. 
87 (2nd cent. ad). 

Schol. Homer Iliad 6. 181. Flames come from the lion’s mouth also in the 3rd century ad mosaic 
LIMC Pegasos 169. It is not clear to me whether the lion-head of the Chimaera on the c.660 bc 
proto-Corinthian aryballos LIMC Pegasos 213 is already spouting flame. 

I'Airipides Ion 201-4: rdv TrOp nveoveav hnupei Tpicojiiarov dXi<di' (‘[Bellerophoii] slays the fire¬ 
breathing three-bodied force’); Hyginus Labulae 57. 

Furipides IT 285-94. 

Statius Thebaid 5. 527, percussae calidis adjiatibus herbae. 

Silius Italicus 6. 219-20. Note also that its voracious appetite and impetuous gobbling give it a 
dyspeptic heartburn {162, feruenti concepta incendia pasta), and that it rushes to the attack with 
‘ardour’ (251, ardor). 
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I'yphon that, ‘Fire flashed forth from the eyes under the brows of his awesome 
[sc. serpent] heads. And from all his heads as he gazed {derkomenoio) fire 
burned.*''’^ Bacchylides describes the Nemean drakori slain by Adrastus as xantho- 
derkes, which some have taken to signify ‘fieiy-eyed’.^"^^ Euripides’ Ion refers to his 
mother Creusa as a viper (echidna) and then immediately as a drakon with a 
murderous look that consists of a flame of fire.^"'^ The same poet’s Tyndareus refers 
to Orestes as a mother-killing drakon, dripping unhealthy lightning flashes.^’® The 
pair of snakes sent to attack baby Heracles in Theocritus’ idyll Heracliscus are said 
to shoot fire from their eyes and accordingly fill the house with light until they are 
killed.^ ^ Euphorion offers a particularly striking description of the fire that flashes 
forth from Cerberus’ eyes: it resembles lightning, the fire that flashes forth from 
Hephaestus’ hammer and tongs, the Are, that is, that flashes forth from Etna.^“ In 
telling that Scylla had fiery eyes (pyroeideis) the Hellenistic Dionysius of Samos 
helps to bind her into the drakon paradigm.^’'^ We meet a 30-cubit fiery-eyed 
(omnia pyrdpon) constrictor in Diodorus’ extended description of the snake hunt 
in Egypt under Ptolemy II. By way of coda Diodorus notes with approbation 
Ethiopian tales of snakes that will eat oxen and other creatures of similar size. 
They even attack elephants by blinding them with the lightning-flashes from their 
eyes.^’'^ The fire that flashes from the draco's eyes becomes a commonplace for 
the Latin poets: Ovid gives it to the Serpent of Ares and even to Asclepius, when 
he manifests himself in draco forin;^'^ Valerius Flaccus gives it to the Colchis draco 
(its star-like eyes are so fiery that they stand out from the distance as flames amid 
the cloiids);^^’ Statius gives it to the Serpent of Nemea (its fire is blue);^’^ and Silius 
Italicus gives it to the Bagrada serpent.^’^ Intriguingly, a fiery flash is sometimes said 
to come also from a serpent’s crest: Valerius Flaccus’ Colchis drakon shakes forth 
thunderbolts from its crest;^’"'^ Philostratus’ Indian drakontes (they of the snake- 
stones: Ch. 4) have red crests from which fire flashes forth brighter than a torch. 


Man deploys fire against the drakon 

We have seen Zeus deploy his fiery thunderbolt against lyphon. Fire was instiu- 
mental too in Heracles’ killing of the Hydra, but the various accounts of the myth 

Vlcsiod Theogotiy 826-S. Bacchylides 9. 13; cf. LSJ s.v. 

Euripides Ion 1262-5. She is also compared to the Gorgon whose snake-venom she had tried to 
use against Ion. 

Euripides Oresto 479-81. 

Theocritus 24. 18-19 {d-n wfiOaX^idiv kukov -nOp/ lpx^iL&>oic Aa/i7rec/<-e), 22, 46; a dilferent 
interpretation at Gow 1952 ad loc. 

Euphorion E51 Powell = 71 Eightfoot. 

Dionysius of Samos FGrli 15 El2. 

Diodorus 3. 36-7: Sia Se rov TTvpojnov tmv o^OaX^uhv dcTpanf] TrapaTTAr/c/ac Tfic XafnnjSovac 
TTpoftdXXovTdc aTTorxxjiXovv rrjv opactr; cl. Gow and Schollield 1953: 179. 

Ovid Metamorphoses 3. 33 {igne micant oculi), 15. 674. 

Valerius Elaccus 8. 60 (cf. 87). 

Statius 'I'hebaid 5. 508. Silius Italicus 6. 220. 

Valerius Elaccus 8. 61. 

Philostratus Apollonius 3. 8. Euripides contrives to displace Ladon’s fieriness into his back, 
applying the epithet TrvpcoxKuroc (‘fiery-backed’) to him, Heracles 397. 
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put the fire to use in different ways. In the best-known version Heracles has lolaus 
use a torch to sear the Hydra’s necks as he lops off her heads, as she will otherwise 
grow two more for each one lost.^' The brief notice of the deed in Euripides’ 
Heracles, where we are told that he ‘burned’ the creature ‘to ashes’ suggests a more 
extensive use of fire, and anticipates Apollodorus’ account, where we learn that 
Heracles launched fiery arrows on the Hydra, and lolaus (it seems) drove her into 
a blazing wood.^“ We may compare the drakori, ostensibly of the historical era, 
that Aelian tells lived in a thickly wooded grove beside Mt. Pelinnaeon on Chios: 
no one dared look upon it whilst it lived, but it was eventually destroyed by an 
accidental forest fire, whereupon the charred bones it left behind revealed its 
massive size.^^ Statius seems to imbue the dead Hydra with the ambiguities of the 
fires of the buried Typhon: ‘... where the Lernaean marsh is and the burned up 
Hydra makes the guilty depths warm ..Are the depths warmed by its venom 
still, or by the continuing effects of the thorough burning Heracles and lolaus had 
meted out to it?^"^ 

As the Hydra’s venom burned when it was inflicted upon man, so it too had 
to be resisted with fire. When, according to Nicander and his scholiast, Iphicles 
(an alternate to lolaus) was wounded by a smear of the Hydra’s own, doubtless 
venom-imbued, blood, Asclepius healed the wound by applying some Phlegyeian 
cure-all to it, which had the effect of‘warming’ the wound.^^ And when Heracles 
was smeared with the Hydra’s venom, with which the tunic given him by his wife 
Deianeira had been imbued, the only way he could achieve release was by 
throwing himself onto a pyre, at the cost, of course, of his own life. This was a 
late revenge for the Hydra, although the more immediate revenge belonged to the 
centaur Nessus. Heracles had shot him with an arrow dipped in the Hydra’s 
venom as he had tried to rape Deianeira. As he died he advised Deianeira to take 
up some of his spilled blood, or his prematurely spilled semen, and impregnate 
one of Heracles’ tunics with it so as to have a tool with which she might win back 
his love, should she ever need to do so. The Hydra’s venom was transferred to the 
garment in these liquids. The extant tradition suggests only deceitful revenge on 
the part of the dying Nessus, but it is conceivable that in other tellings a chastened 
centaur had been trying to compensate Deianeira with a kindness: had the 
burning power of the Hydra’s venom not been excessive, it might well have served 
just to warm Heracles up with love.^^’ 


Diodorus 4. 11. 5-6. 

huripides Heracles 421 {i^cTTvpojceu), with Bond 1981 ad loc. (and cf. Ion 190-200); cf. Nicander 
Iheriaca 688 (eVupaKTeeiO, with Gow and Scholfield 1953: 183. Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 2: this 
elliptical account may imply rather that lolaus set fire to the wood so as to have a source of burning 
brands with which to sear tlie creature. 

Aelian Nature of Animals 16. 39; cf. Mayor 2000b: 136-7. 

Statius Thebaid 2. 377. 

Nicander 'I'heriaca 685-8, with schol. on 687. 

Sophocles Trachiniae, especially 531-87, 672-718, 750-93, 831-8, 1191-214, Euripides Heracles 
419-24, Diodorus 4.36 and 38, Ovid Metamorphoses 9. 229-72, Seneca Hercules Oetaeus 1481-757, 
Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 7. 7, Lucian Hermotirnus 7, Hyginus Fabulae 36, hirst Vatican Mythog- 
rapher 1. 58. Eor Heracles’ use of the Hydra’s venom for his arrows, see Stesichorus Geryoneis 1*15 SLG/ 
Campell, Diodorus 4. II. 5-6, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 2, Pausanias 2. 37. 4 (possibly from 
Pisander of Camirus’ 7th- or 6th-cent. ijc Heraclea), Hyginus Fabulae 30. 3, Pediasimus 2. Gf. 


The Symmetrical Battle 


225 


A fragmentary Paean (?) of Pindar’s seems to say that baby Heracles twisted a 
flash of light from his eyes against the dra/con-pair sent against him by Hera/^ In 
Theocritus’ subsequent Heracliscus, as we have seen, these serpents themselves 
flashed fire from their eyes against Heracles, so the gesture was tightly reciprocal, 
for Theocritus’ readers if not before. And in the Heracliscus too Tiresias gives 
directions that the snakes, admittedly after Heracles has already throttled them, 
are to be burned on wild wood and their ashes cast over a cliff and beyond the 
borders, in a typical gesture of scapegoat-style purification.^^ 

I’he ps.-Aristotelian Mirabilia, a text incorporating material originating up 
until perhaps the second century ad, preserves an important narrative of the 
battle of a Thessalian woman, evidently one of that land’s celebrated witches, 
against a terrible ‘sacred snake’ {hieros ophis) to which we will have cause to return 
more than once in the remainder of this chapter: 

In Thessaly they say that the sacred snake kills all, not just if it bites them, but even if it just 
touches them. Therefore, whenever it appears and they hear its voice (and it appears only 
rarely), the snakes and the vipers and all the other beasts flee. In size it is not great but 
moderate. They say that once in Tenos, the city in Thessaly,^^ a sacred snake was killed by a 
woman. The killing took place in the following fashion. The woman drew a circle, laid 
down herbs (pharmaka) and entered the circle, together with her son. I hen she imitated 
the voice of the creature. The creature sang in response and approached. As it sang, the 
woman fell asleep, and then it came closer still, with the result that she was not able to resist 
sleep. Her son lying beside her roused her by pummelling her at her own bidding, foi she 
had explained to him that if she fell asleep, both she herself and he would perish. But, she 
explained, if she compelled the beast and drew it on, they would be delivered liom it. And 
when the beast came into the circle, it was immediately drained of moisture. ([Aiistotle] 
Mirahilia 845b) 

To understcind the tale fully, one has to supply a suppressed premise, namely that 
the woman must keep singing in order to compel the snake into the deadly hei 
barrier; otherwise, it can leap over it to kill her.^^^ 1 here is no fire in sight heie, but 
the mysterious magical drying-up of the snake deploys the action of fit e. Pei haps 
the model of desiccating slugs and snails with a sprinkling of salt is in view. ^ 
Man could also use fire against drakontes by in a sense turning the drakon s 
own fire against it. According to Tzetzes, whose account presumably depencs 
upon an (unidentifiable) ancient source, Bellerophon killed the Chimaeia y 
tipping a spear with lead and then thrusting it into its fire-breathing mouth (t le 
mouth in question is unspecified). The lead then melted, killing the cieatuie. ^ 
As we have seen, this motif may underlie the fourth-century bc Palaephatus 
rationalized version of the Chimaera story in which Bellerophon destroys tie 
volcano Mt. Chimaera by setting fire to it.^“ 


Fontenrose 1959: 356-8. For Deianeira’s love magic gone wrong, the magical thinking underpinning it, 
and its reverberations in the classical tradition, see Ogden 2()09u: nos. 76-81. 

Pindar Paeans 20; cf Rutherford 2001: 401. 

I'heocritus 24. 88-100; cf. L. Muller 1932: 49 (where the citation should be corrected). 

There is no Tenos in I'hessaly: the mistake is explained in Ch. 11. 

Comparison of the Friedlach folk-tale discussed in Ch. 11 makes the point. 

'Fzetzes, schol. Lycophron Alexandra 17. 

Palaephatus 28. 
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Successful battlers against drakontes can, appropriately, be described as meta¬ 
phorically fiery. When Silius Italicus’ Regulus launched himself against the 
Bagrada serpent, ‘he was fiery (igrieus) for fights, war, battles and the enemy, 
and he burned (Jlagrabat) with a great love of daring’. Remarkably too the horses 
of Regulus’ army ranged against the serpent are described as breathing fire from 
their noses (ornnis ... equus ... expirat naribus ignes)P 

Fire could also be deployed more indirectly against drakontes in the course of 
fumigating against them, which brings us to the battle of airs. 


AIR AND BREATH 
The drakon breathes out 

We have already spoken of the drakon s fiery breath. But, more often than fiery, 
the drakon s breath was conceptualized as poisonous and pestilential, and 
indeed the drakon s poisonousness was celebrated less often in the context of 
its biting and envenoming than in the context of its blowing out of noxious and 
destructive fumes that could kill in their own right, and its corrupting of the air 
with these.^"^ 

Hesiod describes Typhon as a ‘monster of hurricanes and winds’ {peldrou 
presteron anemon te).^^ He tells of the terrible scorching vapour (atrne) that 
accompanies Zeus’ burial of him (probably deriving from Typhon himself, though 
possibly from Zeus’ thunderbolts). Even after confinement Typhon continues to 
produce bad air: ‘From Typhon is the wet might of the blowing winds, except for 
Notus (South Wind), Boreas (North Wind) and brightening Zephyr (West Wind). 
For these are of the race of the gods, and they are a boon to mortals.’^^’ A late- 
fourth-century Apulian vase portrays a puff-cheeked wind blowing over Typhon’s 
head as he fights Zeus.^^ Indeed Typhon’s name became synonymous with 
destructive hurricanes—‘typhoons’—to such an extent that already from the age 
of Aeschylus it could be used banally to denote them.^^ Amongst the other great 
drakontes of myth, Hyginus tells that the Lernean Hydra ‘had such power in her 
venom that she could kill men just by breathing on them. And if anyone passed by 


Silius Italicus 6. 209, 230-2. 

If this notion has any basis in the observable behaviour of actual snakes, it may perhaps derive 
from the cobra’s habit of spitting its venom. 

Hesiod Theogony 845-6. It is difficult to construe the text in such a way as to agree with 
M. L. West 1966 on line 846 and 1997: 300 that these winds are Zeus’ weapons as opposed to 4’yphon’s. 
In later Greek, intriguingly, the term prester cume to signify a variety of venomous snake: Dioscurides 4. 
37, Philumenus 19, Aelian Nature of Am trials 6. 51. 

Hesiod Theogoriy 861-2, 869-71 (cf. also schol. Aeschylus Prometheus Bound 351). 

L/A4C Typhon 15 = Gigantes 402. 

Aeschylus Agamemnon 656; cf also Aristophanes Clouds 336 and the summative Suda s.vv. 
lufoju, Ivff)d)c and Etymologicum Magnum s.w r€rv(f)ojf^ia^ Tv(f)d}Vf Tv<f)djvoc, 7u0ojc, Tvfwcvc (speci¬ 
fying also that 'I'yphonian winds could destroy ships and also inflict madness on those upon whom they 
fall), h’or Typhon as a wind god see Worms 1953, importantly qualified by M. L. West 1966: 381. 
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her whilst she Wc\s asleep, he would breathe in her tracks and perish in an even 
greater torment.Horace’s Cerberus has a ‘three-tongued mouth that emits a 
foul breath and swims in gore’.'^^ 

Analogies could be constructed between the drakons corrupting airs and its 
coiling form. When Apollonius tells that the Colchis drakons unnumbered coils 
rose ever upwards like rings of smoke, it is intimated that an unpleasant fug 
emanated from the creature."'^^ The second-century bc Stoic Antipater of Tarsus, 
as we have seen, read the myth of Apollo’s killing of the Python as an allegory of 
the sun’s drying out of the rolling, corrupting vapours that rose from the moist 
earth. 

In these regards, the great drakontes conformed with broader serpent lore. 
Philo of Byblos tells that one Tauthos (a Phoenicianized Thoth) held the nature of 
drakontes and snakes to be divine, that they were the most breathy {pneiimatiko- 
taton) of all reptiles, and fiery too."^'^ Aelian knows of Libyan asps that could blind 
by breath alone.'^"^ 

Sometimes we are told that snakes exude a terrible smell, without this 
being directly attributed to their breath. According to Pliny, the dreadful 
basilisk could kill with its smell alone, and thereby put even other snakes to 
flight before itself.^^ Dio Chrysostom tells how a king of Libya had attempted to 
exterminate all the lamiai of his land. His army tracked them by their serpen¬ 
tine trails and the awful smell issuing from their lairs."^^ Pausanias tells that the 
river Anigrus got its terrible smell from the fact that in its water Pylenor washed 
off the wound that he had received from Heracles’ arrow, tipped with the 
Hydra’s venom.^^ 


The drakon's breath and the mephitic 
emanations of the underworld 

The next chapter investigates the general associations drakontes enjoyed with the 
underworld. One facet of this is that the deadly fumes they pumped out into 
the air invited comparison with aornoi, the supposedly ‘birdless’ entrances to the 
underworld, in the forms of both lakes and caves, that emitted such noxious 
mephitic gases that they killed the birds that flew over, or deterred them from 
doing so. 

The term and the notion of the aornos originated in a folk etymology of the 
Hellenized version of the name of Lake Avernus in Campania, the famous oracle 
of the dead and entrance to the underworld. Aornos was analysed to derive from 
an alpha-privative and ornis, ‘bird’, and so read to signify ‘birdless’. The sulphur¬ 
ous fumaroles of the Phlegraean (‘Fiery’) Fields that surrounded the lake then 


Hyginus Fabiilae 30. 3. Horace Odes 3. 11. 15-20. 

Apollonius Argonautka 4. 129. 39-44. 

Macrobius Saturnalia 1.17. 50-63, incorporating Antipater Stoicus F46 Arnim SVl\ 
Philo of Byblos FGrH 790 1-4 = Eusebius Praeparatio evangelka 1. 10. 53. 

Aelian Nature of Animals 6. 38. 

Pliny Natural History 29. 66; cf. Aelian Nature of Animals 2. 7. 

Dio Chrysostom 5. 11. Pausanias 5. 5. 10. 
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offered a convenient explanation as to how it could deter birds or Idll those that 
overflew it/^^ The earliest trace of this etymology is probably to be found in a 
Sophoclean fragment describing an Italian oracle of the dead (nekuomariteion) as 
‘birdless’ (aornos),"^^ whilst its most famous occurrence is found in Virgil’s 
description of the underworld entrance there: ‘There was a cave, deep and huge 
with yawning gape, rocky, protected by a black lake and the darkness of woods, 
over which no birds could make journey on the wing without harm. Such was the 
exhalation that poured forth from the black jaws {fauces) and was borne to the 
curving heavens above. [Whence the Greeks called the place Aornos].'^^^ From 
Avernus the term aornos was extended to other lake-entrances to the underworld, 
and thence again to cave-entrances to the underworld, mephitic or otherwise. 

Silius’ Bagrada serpent lives in a dismally dark cave explicitly compared to an 
underworld entrance. It twists below the earth from a Styx-like grove impene¬ 
trated by the sun. As the serpent breathes forth its terrible blasts from the cave, the 
sound of Cerberus’ howling can be heard within it, and the shades seem to be 
coming out of the underworld. Ovid draws a direct analogy between the 
Serpent of Ares’ actual maw and an underworld entrance belching out its fatal 
fumes: it has a ‘breath of poison fatal with the corruption’ (adflatu funesti tabe 
veneni) which, ‘emanating black from its Stygian mouth, infects the corrupted 
airs’ {quique halitus exit/ ore niger Stygio, vitiatas inficit auras)}^^ We can see that 
Virgil’s description of Avernus with its ‘black jaws’ already salutes the affinity 
between the drakon and the aornos from the other side. 

And birds too could make distinctive victims of the drakontes and their deadly 
breath. Silius’ Bagrada serpent emits pungent exhalations that suffocate birds in 
the sky that then drop for it to devour.In an intriguing variation of this, Lucan’s 
Medusa could drop birds out of the sky by petrifying them.^^^ Perhaps it was this 
relationship between drakontes and birds that explains a story Pliny tells of the 
Iriumvir Lepidus. Whilst being lodged in a house in a wooded grove by the local 
magistrates of an unnamed place, he was kept awake at night by the birds. So to 


Ironically, the lake’s Italic name signified precisely the opposite, ‘pli'ce of birds’: it is built on the 
root found in Latin av-is, ‘bird’, with the productive suffix -emus common in Italic place-names 
{Fulemus, Liternum, Privernum, Salenium, Tifenmm etc.) cf. R. G. Austin 1977 on Virgil Acneid6. 239 
and Castagnoli 1977: 47. 

Sophocles 1748 7VG/'/Pearson. See Ogden 2001: 25-8, 61-74. 

Virgil Aencid 6. 237-42. 'I’he square-bracketed text may be an interpolation. 

Aornos lakes: Ampsanctus (Cicero On Divination 1. 36, Pliny Natural History 2. 208, Servius on 
Aencid 7. 563), the Acherusian lake (Pliny Natural History 4. 1, Pausanias 9. 30. 6, Hyginus Pabulae 
88), lartessos (Scholiast Aristophanes Progs 475), Babylon (Python TrGP' 91 FI, Agen, with Snell 1976: 
99-117; cf. Lucian Menippus 9), Sarmatians (Heraclides Ponticus F128ab Wehrli). Aornos caves: 
4’hymbria (Strabo C636), Llierapolis (Strabo C629-30, Cassius Dio 68. 27, Damascius Life of Isidore 
at Photius Bibliotheca cod. 242 §13; cf Ch. 11), Potniai (Pausanias 9. 8. 3. Statius Thebaid 2. 32-57), 
Indian Aornos (Philostratus Life of Apollonius 2. 10). For these and further examples, see Ogden 2001: 
25-7, 45, 62, 2010 esp. 104-17. 

Silius Italicus 6. 146-50, 174-80. On the Silius text generally see Basset 1955 and Spaltenstein 
1986 ad loc. After Virgil and Lucan, it is wholly appropriate that such underworld imagery should 
appear in the sixth book. 

Ovid Metamorphoses 3. 28-98, with 49 and 75-6 for the poisonous breath. 

Silius Italicus 6. 157-9. 'Lhe connection is noted by Spaltenstein 1986 on 6. 146. 

Lucan 9. 649-53. 
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give him peace in the following nights they surrounded the wood with a long 
parchment upon which they had drawn a draco}^^^" We shall pursue the analogy of 
drakontes with aornoi further when we come to consider the effects of their 
sucking. 


The fumes of the rotting drakon 

The fumes of the drakon s rotting carcass offer an equal threat to mankind. The 
Homeric Hymn to Apollo already tells that Pytho was so named for the rotting 
ipythein) of the drakaina Delphyne's corpse after she had been slain by Apollo, 
and Plutarch tells that one explanation for the name of the ‘Ozolian’ (i.e. ‘Smelly’ 
or ‘Mephitic’) Locrians was that the body of Python had been beached on their 
shore and rotted there.^^^ Livy’s lost account of the 120-foot corpse of the Bagrada 
serpent told that it polluted the air so badly that it forced the Romans to move 
camp and that the gore that seeped out of it polluted the river that the serpent had 
been guarding. 

The concern over the polluting stench to which the rotting carcass of the 
drakontes gives rise may stem in part from what were taken to be encounters 
with actual dead drakontes or kHe. On numerous occasions in more recent times 
the badly decomposed and accordingly disfigured bodies of massive sea creatures 
have been washed up on shores, to be identified in the first instance as dragons or 
sea-serpents, and in the fullness of time as whales or large sharks.Before the 
modern age seaboard communities would seldom have had the resources to 
dispose of the bodies of large whales before they began to stink. Worse, the 
build-up of decomposition gases within sperm whales’ bodies can result in them 
exploding and delivering their stench and indeed their gore yet further afield. 
There have been striking recent examples of the phenomenon. In 1970 when the 
locals of Florence, Oregon, attempted to dispose of a sperm whale carcass by 
dynamiting it, they contrived to ignite its gases to produce an explosion many 
times greater than they had expected. In 2004 a sperm whale carcass exploded 
spontaneously from the back of a lorry in the streets of Tainan, Taiwan, as it was 
being transported to the local university, projecting its bowels far and wide. The 
chief response to both incidents, footage of which currently abounds on the 
internet, was amusement, but it would not always have been so. the contempor¬ 
ary report of a sperm whale beached at Berckhey in Holland in 1598 tells how all 
at once its bowels similarly burst out and infected the air so badly that the stench 
brought disease and in some cases death upon those that had come to inspect the 


Pliny Natural History 38. 121; cf. Merkelbach 1959: 237. 

Homeric Hymn (3) to Apollo 300-6, 352-73; so too Ovid Metamorphoses 1.59-60, Pausanias 10. 
6. 5-6, Macrobius 1. 17. 50-1, hypothesis Pindar Pythians c, Sucia s.v. Etymologicum Magnum 

s.v. IIvOoj, Apostoliiis 15. 10; cf. Pontenrose 1959: 13. Plutarch Moralia 294f. Sec l-ontenrose 1959: 
13-14. 

Summarized at Valerius Maximus 1. 8 ext. 19. Lucan 6. 90-2 makes a comparison for the stench 
emanating from the bodies of rotting horses: ‘with such an exhalation ... the caverns ot death-bringing 
4'yphon breathe out raging heat’. 

See Simpson 1980: 16-18. 
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creature: an exaggeration no doubt, but one of the sort the ancients would have 
been equally capable of making. 

The two conceptualizations of the bad air that snakes can produce, by breathing 
out venomous airs and by rotting, are melded by Apollonius. When flies hover 
over the putrid (pythornenoisin) wounds of his slain Ladon, they shrivel and drop: 
but is it from the pungency of the serpent’s rotting flesh in its own right, or 
because those wounds have been created, as Apollonius tells us, by arrows dipped 
in the Hydra’s venom?^*^ Julius Africanus, a Christian writer working with pagan 
material, makes a similar meld in a recipe for poisoning the air for military 
purposes. One is to seal a Thessalian thrissos-sivdke (said to be similar to a 
drakoritis) and a /eon-snake into a watertight pot and expose it to the sunshine. 
The snakes kill each other and the sun rots them. The pot is then to be opened in 
such a way that the breeze carries the smell to one’s antagonists. It will drop a 
horse ... or a bird from the sky.^^“ 


The drakon sucks in (and the underworld again) 

It is not surprising that drakontes should be credited also with an inverse power of 
breath too, the ability to suck prodigiously: this follows naturally from the fashion 
in which snakes can be observed swallowing their prey whole. The elder Pliny 
mentions massive Indian serpents that can suck down deer and bulls whole. He also 
knows of an individual Italian boa (a term he derives from the fact that this snake’s 
preferred food was the milk of a cow, hos^ suckled from the teat) that had more 
modestly swallowed a child whole on the Vatican. But the motif is most often 
associated with the devouring of birds, which brings us back again to the realm of 
the aornos. Pliny again knows of serpents around the Ilhyndacus river in Pontus 
that can suck birds out of the air, however high and fast they are flying.^ The poet 
Lucan describes his African dracones as constrictors that suck down air and take in 
birds with it.^^'^ Aelian speaks of an interesting variation on this technique in his 
own account of the terrible drakontes of the river Rhyndacus. They support 
themselves on their coils, raise their necks aloft into the sky, and breathe out a 
breath that actively attracts birds into their mouths and which is said to operate like 
the iynx-Y/heel used in the magic of erotic attraction.^In this respect too we find 
another striking parallel with the actions of underworld entrances and aornoi. 
Seneca, in perhaps the single most evocative description of an underworld entrance 
extant in Classical literature, speaks, in the voice of Theseus, of a downward wind 
that draws people into the Tainaron cave mouth, and this resembles the remorseless 


““ Oregon: Linnman 2003. Berckliey: Schama 1987: 130. 

Apollonius4. 1396-407. 

Julius Africanus Kcstoi 7. 3. However, other recipes comprising the stewing, in various ways, of a 
snake in a pot could produce a rather more wholesome eye-salve: Pliny Natural History 29. 119-22. 
Pliny Natural History 8. 36-7. Megasthenes is cited for India, Metrodorus for the Rhyndacus. 
Lucan 9. 727-33. 

Aelian Nature of Animals 2. 21. Aelian reconfigures these themes at 6. 33, where he tells us that 
the Egyptians have spells both to draw birds down from the sky and to lure snakes out of their holes. 
For the //nx-wheel see Pindar Pythian 4. 211-50, 4’heocritus Idyll 2, etc., with Ogden 2009^: 240-2. 


The Symmetrical Battle 


231 


waves of the sea thc\t drive ships Pausanias also speaks of a wind or torrent 

that sucks consulters into the underworld cave of Trophoniusd Most relevantly, 
Philostratus’ description of the workings of the cleft on the Indian Aornos suggests 
a similar mode of action; it ‘draws’ the birds ind In an example of serpent-sucking 
strongly reminiscent of Seneca’s notion of Tainaron, yet rather less terrible, Aelian 
tells us that the sacred drakon of Juno Sospita at Lanuvium (Ch. 5) drew the 
blindfolded virgins that carried offerings to it through its grove into its deep 
underground lair by the power of its breath/ 


The use of airs against the drakon 

Man could in turn deploy air against the drakon by fumigation. In Iheocritus 
HeracliscuSy Tiresias gives directions that the house in which Hera’s drakon pair 
attacked Heracles should be purified with sulphur.This is retrospective, but 
we soon learn that the technique could be used prospectively also. Nicanders 
Theriaca offers a list of no less than twelve pungent substances that can be burned 
to fumigate against snakes, beginning with the horn of a stag and the stone of Gagai 
(lignite), and indeed including sulphur.'^* Virgil knew that chelydri (water snakes) 
could be banished by burning cedar or Syrian gum.'““ Pliny knew that snakes could 
be averted by the burning stag-horn again, juniper, and, according to the Mages, the 
fat of the hyena.Lucan’s Psylli similarly protect Cato’s African camp from the 
terrible snakes of Africa by carrying a number of burning substances around its 
perimeter, once again including stag-horn.^“'^ A scholium to Apollonius offeis a 
distinctive rationalization of the effectiveness of fumigation against snakes: as 
narrow creatures, they have only a narrow passage for breathing and smelling, mid 
so choke easily when confronted with the pungent smell of burning stag-horn. 


The use of breath blown out against the drakon 

The Prometheus Bound describes the thunderbolt Zeus uses against lyphon as 
itself 'breathing fire’,'“^ The most decisive statement about the use of human 
breath against drakontes is found in Lucan: Tor Thessalian witches the snake 

Seneca Hercules furens 662-96. Pausanias 9. 39. 

Philostratus Life of Apollonius 2. 10: i 7 TLCTTd)fX€vov. 

AeVum Nature of Animals 16. Theocritus 24. 88-100. 

Nicander Theriaca 35-56, witli stag’s horn and lignite at 36-7, and sulphur at 43. See Gow anc 
Scholfield 1953: 170 and Jacques 2002: 81-4, the latter citing many parallels from the ancient lological 
literature. The 10th-century ad Geoponica 13. 8. 2, 13. 8. 8, 15. 1. 32, and 18. 2. 4 also offeis these t uee 
substances, amongst others. 

>22 vii-gii Ceorgics 3. 414-15. 

Pliny Natural History 8. 118, 24. 54, 28. 100. 

Lucan 9. 915-21 {ultima castrorum medicatus circumit ignis, 915). 'Ihe burning of powdered 
deer horn is recommended as a fumigation against snakes also at Aelian Nature of Animals 2. 9. 

Schol. Apollonius Rhodius 2. 130- la, 6id ro crevoTropov eivai avrujv rr/r ocf/>pr;cir (applied liist to 
bees, and then to snakes). It is because of their narrow throats too that snakes have the habit ol standing 
upright as they eat, so that gravity can help their food down: Aelian Nature of Animals 6. 18. 

Aeschylus Prometheus Bound 361. 
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unravels its chilly coils and stretches out in the frosty held. Vipers in their knots 
are split apart and reassembled. The serpent falls dead when blown upon with 
human poison.’Pliny tells that, whereas elephants suck snakes up with their 
trunks, the breath of deer (ever the bane of snakes, it seems), presumably when 
blown out, actually burns them up.^^^ The loadstone or ‘iron stone’ (lithos sideritis 
or siderites)y discussed in the various Lithicay repels snakes if worn as an amulet, 
and cures snakebites if ground up and spread over them. Intriguingly, this stone is 
also said to breathe (we will meet further varieties of stones and earth with snake- 
repellent properties in Ch. 8).'^^ 


The use of breath sucked in against the drakon 

As we have seen, Pliny tells us that elephants, in contrast to deer, deploy their breath 
to suck snakes up their trunks. The elephant’s trunk might be thought to be 
particularly well adapted to the task of sucking snakes up, but Pliny elsewhere 
attributes to deer too the ability to suck resisting snakes out of their holes with 
their nostrils.^This notion probably already underlies Nicander’s Theriacay where 
we are told that Red and Roe Deer particularly hate snakes and trample them 
underfoot and that to this end they ‘track them down with the terrible breath of 
their nostril’.For Aelian, just as his Rliyndacus snakes attract birds into their 
mouths with a iynx-Mkc breath, so too his deer draw snakes to themselves with their 
iynxAike breath, by blowing out hard. As their breath draws the snakes to peep out 
of their holes, the deer gobble them down.*'^^ Humans too deployed sucking breath 
against snakes, or at least against their venom. It was a commonplace that the Psylli 
had the ability to suck the venom out of bite-wounds. 


JUICES: VENOM, PHARMAKAy SALIVA, AND BLOOD 

The drakon's venom and poisonous herbs 

The peril constituted by the drakon s venom is self-evident, and it lies squarely 
behind the notions of its fieriness and destructive breath considered so far. 


Lucan 6. 488-91: humano... adJJata veneno. 

Pliny Natural History 11 . 279: elephantorurn anima serpentes extrahit, cervoruni urit. 

Orphic Kerugrnata 16 (for the breathing), Orphic Lithica 357-97, 418-60, Damigeron-Evax 16, 
and Pliny Natural History 37. 58, 176, 182. 

Pliny Natural History 11 . 279. 

Pliny Natural Histoty 8. 118: vestigaut [sc. cervi] cavernas nariumque spiritu extrahunt renitentes. 
'I’hese and the following texts are thought by Jacques 2002:94 and to derive ultimately from 4’heophrastus 
TT€iH Sai<€rd)v (his F6 thereoO. Cf. also Oppian Halieutica 2. 289-94 and [Oppian] Cynegetica 2. 238-41. 

Nicander Theriaca 141-4: cix€p6aXq] fivKrqpoc iTncTTcpxovrec dvTixfj. 

Aelian Nature of Animals 2. 9 and 8. 6. Snake-fed deer is one of the 'fhessalian witch Erictho’s 
magical ingredients at Lucan 6. 673. 

‘ Celsus On Medicine 5. 27, Pliny Natural History 28. 30 (Marsi and Ophiogeneis of Cyprus, as 
well as the Psylli), Lucan 9. 922-37, Plutarch Cato Minor 56, Cassius Dio 51. 14. 
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Sometimes we are told that the venom is created from the drakons pasturing on 
poisonous herbs. The notion is implicit in the lliady which speaks of a snake in the 
mountains that waits for a man in its lair: it has fed on poisonous herbs {kaka 
pharmaka)y anger has entered it, and it gives out a terrible look.'"^^ The notion 
finally becomes explicit in Aelian, who explains that the snake deliberately feeds 
itself on deadly herbs in preparation for ambushing man or beast.In the 
meantime, Valerius Flaccus implies that the Colchis draco developed its venom 
from Medea feeding it on her own vcnena—magical drugs or poisons. 


The use of poison, saliva, sweat, and blood against the drakon 

Man (or god) can answer the drakoris venom with venom itself, or with manu¬ 
factured liquids of a similar nature, i.e. poisons, or, in a greater degree of 
symmetry, with his own bodily fluids. 

Apollonius’ Heracles kills Ladon with arrows tipped with the Hydra s 
venom.The affinity between venom and the poisonous herbs of which it was 
the product meant that such herbs were also fit to be deployed against the 
drakontes. According to the Homeric Hymn to Apolloy the arrows Apollo used 
against the Delphic drakaina were poison.The ps.-Aristotelian I’hessalian 
witch destroys her hieros ophis opponent by compelling it into a bed of her malign 
herbs.Medea uses sleep-inducing (if not actually lethal) herbs against the 
Colchis drakon. In art, from the mid fourth century onwards, she is normally 
shown administering these in liquid form, giving them to the serpent to drink 
from a phiale. Their first mention in extant literature comes in Apollonius 
Argonauticay where Medea sprinkles the drakons eyes with a herb-infused 
liquid.Virgil intimates that the Marsi can counteract the venom of a snakebite 
with herbs, and Gellius asserts explicitly that they can do it with plant juices. 

Just as human breath, potentially poisonous to snakes, corresponds to their 
own pestilential breath, so human spittle can correspond to the venom deployed 
and sometimes spat by snakes. Pliny notes that snakes are repelled by ordinary 
human saliva, particularly that of a man under fast. Indeed, a snake spat upon flees 
as if scalded (so here again is fire), and is killed instantly should it swallow the 
saliva. One has only to spit in their mouths to burst them open. He further notes 
that the saliva of the Ophiogeneis of Cyprus, like that of the Marsi and the Psylli, 
and their sweat too, could have medicinal properties, presumably against snake 
bites. Perhaps it was this unique sweat that caused them to emit a virulent smell 
(akin to that of the serpent from which they were born?) in the spring.* 

Homer Iliad 22. 93-4, with Richardson 1993 ad loc. Virgil Aeaeid 2. 471 imitates with his own 
snake ‘fed on poisionous herbs’ {coluber mala gramina pastas). Cf. also Pliny Natural History 8. 139. 

Aelian Nature ofAtiimals 6. 4. Valerius Flaccus Argonautica 8. 97. 

Apollonius Argonautica 4. 1396-407. 

Homeric Hymn to Apollo 3. 357. ‘ [Aristotle] 845b. 

Apollonius Argonautica 4. 145-66; so too Ovid Metamorphoses 7. 149-58, Valerius Flaccus 8. 
83-7, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1. 9. 23, Hyginus Vabulae 22. 

Virgil Aeneid 7. 757-8, Aulus Gellius 16. 11. 1-2. 

Pliny Natural History 7. 14-15 (the effects of saliva; reworked by Aulus Gellius 16. 1), 28. 7 
(quoting Opilius on the bursting), 28. 30-1 (Psylli). When experimenters spat into the mouths of vipers 
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Saliva could be used against snakebites too. As we have seen, Aelian cites one 
(third-century bc ?) Callias for the knowledge that a Psyllus could cure a snakebite in 
its early stages by spitting on it and ‘bewitching (kategoeteuse) it with saliva, in its 
middle stages by swilling water in his mouth, spitting it out, and giving it to the victim 
to drink, and in its late stages by lying down naked with the victim and rubbing skin 
against skin.^'^'^ Lucan tells how the Psylli cure a man of a snakebite by marking off the 
area around the wound with their saliva. This serves to confine the venom within the 
zone demarcated. If the venom does not then come out of the wound in response to 
an incantation, the Psyllus licks it out of the wound and then spits it oiit.^"^*^ 

'fhompson’s standard catalogue of folk-tale motifs recognizes the use of saliva 
to kill a dragon, citing as its type case a mai-vellous anecdote of the fourteenth- 
century Jean Gobi. This tells how a bishop destroyed a cruel dragon that was 
eating man and beast alike. He told the locals to fast (cf. Pliny) and pray, and then 
after ten days of this he had them all spit in a bowl. He then used the spittle to 
draw a circle around the dragon, and this killed it.^^^^ 

Another human liquid, blood, could have a similar effect on snakes. As we 
have seen, the second-century bc Agatharchides of Cnidus told that the blood of 
the African Psylli was fatally poisonous to serpents, which were repelled even 
by its odour (cf. fumigation). The phenomenon allowed the Psylli to test the 
bloodline of their newborn by having snakes bite them.^"^^ 


COIL, CIRCLE, AND CURVE 
The coiling of the drakontes 

It goes without saying that a drakons coils are central to its nature. They are also, of 
course, weapons, though we perhaps hear of ancient drakontes constricting less often 
than we might have imagined. The most striking example is perhaps to be found in 
the iconography of the Serpent of Nemea’s killing of Opheltes-Archemorus (Ch. 1). 


Curving weapons 

I he ancient drakon-shying narratives, in all their variants, cumulatively give us 
drakontes slain by just about every type of weapon one could think of (the Serpent 


in 17tli-century ad Prance, the saliva proved, unsurprisingly, to have little effect upon the animals: 
Charas 1672: 114; cf. Tupet 1976: 192, O. Phillips 1995: 397-8. 

Aelian Nature oj Animals 16. 28; cf. 1. 57. This Callias wrote a multi-volume work on the 
Syracusan tyrant Agathocles who died in 289 nc. 

Lucan 9. 922-37. 

* Jean Gobi (johannes Gobii junior) Scala coeli no. 13; text at de Polo de Beaulieu 1991: 170, with 
German trails, at Wesselski 1909: 171 no. 136. S. Thompson 1966: D1402.14. 

Agatharchides of Cnidus VGrH 86 P21. Pliny Natural History 7. 14-15, Lucan 9. 890-937, Aelian 
Nature of Animals 1. 57 and 16. 27-8 all recycle Agatharchides’ notice, the first adding that the Marsi 
possessed similar powers. 
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of Ares alone was said to have been killed, variously, with stone, sword, spear, and 
arrow),but in the pagan world at any rate the drakon-shyeYS weapon of choice 
was the harpe, the sickle, or the sickle-swordd'^^ This weapon reflected the 
drakon's sinuous nature in its own form. But it was in any case a weapon 
particularly well adapted for slicing through the neck of a rampant serpent. Its 
suitability is nowhere clearer than in ancient illustrations of Heracles confronting 
the Hydra with his harpe, where, with all its necks raised, the monster often 
strikingly resembles a field of grain ripe for the harvest. It can also resemble a 
branching tree, from which one might also aspire to reap fruit with a sickle 
(Fig. 1.1).’^^^ Perhaps it was for the fight against this drakon specifically that the 
harpe was first deployed in Greek tradition. The earliest attestation of the use of 
this weapon against any drakon comes on a pair of bronze fibulae of c.yOO and 
700-675 Bc in which Heracles’ helper lolaus deploys it against the creature, whilst 
Heracles himself uses a sword.The harpe Heracles used against the Hydra was 
not only analogized with its coils: Quintus Smyrnaeus analogizes it with the 
drakon s fangs in describing it as ‘curve-toothed’.^“'’“ 

But the dra/con-slayer who came to be associated with the harpe above all was 
Perseus, and indeed it ultimately came to serve as his icon or symbol. We first 
find him wielding the harpe in the art of the late sixth century bc.^^^ In earlier 
iconography it takes the form of a simple short sickle,but in later images, from 
the early fourth century bc onwards, it can become a complex combination of 
sword and sickle, with both blades sprouting, often somewhat awkwardly and 
uselessly, from a single handle.*'’^ The imagery of the reaping and harvesting of 
snakes is explicitly and repeatedly deployed by Nonnus in his references to 
Perseus’ killing of Medusa. ^ Evidently, the sickle remained an appropriate device 
to use against anguiform monsters even when it was not a question simply of 
reaping off their snaky bits. Perseus does not give Medusa a haircut, but severs her 
humanoid neck.^'^^ So too Perseus deploys his sickle againjit the ketos of Ethiopia, 
although he could hardly have aspired to amputate any (external) part of this 
massive creature with it (Ch. 3). 

Of particular interest for matters of symmetry is the role of the harpe in Zeus 
battle against Typhon, as told by Apollodorus. He uniquely tells us that Zeus 
used an adamantine harpe against Typhon, in addition to his thunderbolts. 
But Typhon, though wounded, managed to constrict Zeus in his coils (most 

Stone: Huripides Phoenissae 1060-5 (with schol. at 662, 934), Hellanicus h96 I-owler, Hyginiis 
I'abulae 178 (cf. Statius Thebaui 5. 505-78 for the hiiled use of a rock against the Serpent ol Neinea). 
Sword: Pherecydes F88 Fowler. Spear: Ovid Metamorphoses 3. 50-94. Arrow: [Plutarch] On Riveis 2. 1. 

See L. Schmidt 1958, Boardman 1968: 39, and Jameson 1990: 28. 

See esp. LIMC Herakles 2003-4, 2012, 2016. 

LIMC Herakles 2019-20. Quintus Smyrnaeus 6. 212-19. 

For the sickle in Perseus’ (and Heracles’) iconography see Milne 1956: 301, Roccos 1994u: 347. 

LIMC Perseus 114, 124, and 188. Perseus’ sickle first appears in the literary tradition with 
Aeschylus Phorcides F262 i TrGI\ 

e.g. L/MC Perseus 91. 

e.g. LIMC Perseus 68; cf. the description at Achilles Tatius 3. 6-7. 

Nonnus Dionysiaca 30. Ill and 47. 608, ‘the reaper of Medusa’, and, more elaborately, 25. 40-4, 
31. 17-21. 

Although in her earlier iconography a pair of snakes often grows from Medusa s neck itselt, as on 
the Corfu pediment, LIMC Gorgo 289; cf. also Perseus nos. 69, 113. 
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appropriately), take the harpe from him, and then use it against him in turn. There 
is a striking symmetry here already, but more is to come. In deploying the harpe 
against Zeus Typhon brings him into a physical state curiously parallel to his own: 
he uses it to strip the sinews out of Zeus’ arms and legs, presumably rendering his 
limbs as twisting as his own anguiform members. 

Of course the vast majority of weapons brought by pagan heroes to their 
dra/con-fights, the harpe not least, were metal ones in whole or part. The stone 
with which Cadmus traditionally killed the Serpent of Ares is a rule-proving 
exception, since the battle took place before the discovery of metal, and may 
indeed have led to its discovery (Ch. 4). We may, then, find a further degree of 
symmetry in the frequent descriptions of drakontes own skins as metallic, though 
such a thing is hardly inappropriate to snakes. We have already reviewed some 
descriptions of the greeit drakontes as golden (Ch. 4 again). To these we may add 
descriptions of them as bronze. Euripides describes the Delphic drakon as ‘the 
mottled-backed dark-eyed drakon, covered in bronze’.Apollodorus gives the 
Gorgons bronze hands (in addition to golden wings),and Philostratus’ Indian 
drakontes make the sound of rasping bronze as they burrow.The minor 
tradition that makes one of the Hydra’s heads golden renders Euripides’ claim 
that Heracles attacked it with a golden harpe particularly interesting. 


Circles of purification and protection 

Circular acts of purification were common in ancient ritual. Columella, Pliny, and 
others advise that one should send menstruating women in various states of 
undress around the perimeters of farms to rid them of worms, caterpillars, and 
beetles. We have already mentioned the circular purification that Lucan’s Psylli 
made around Cato’s camp against the terrible snakes of Libya. Later we shall 
consider an intriguing Christian tradition, perhaps with some pagan roots, that 
Alexander protected his new city of Alexandria from venomous snakes by 
sprinkling the snake-repellent remains of the prophet Jeremiah in a circle around 


Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1. 6. 3, FontenrOvSe 1959: 74 and 75-6 regards Apollodorus’ tale as 
rellecting an older version of the myth than Hesiod’s, with Hesiod omitting the temporary defeat and 
maiming of Zeus as inconsistent with his power and majesty. 

Huripides Iphigenia in Tauris 1234-57. 

Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 4. 2. 

Philostratus Apollonius 3. 8. 

Aristonicus of Tarentum apud Photius Bibliotheca cod. 190 (Ptolemy son of Hephaestion/ 
Ptolemy Chennos), 147b22-8; Kuripides Ion 192 (the plural is poetic). 

' e.g. Columella 10. 357-68 (three times specified), Pliny Natural History 17. 266, 28. 78, Aelian 
History oj Animals 6. 36. See Deubner 1913 (who mistakenly held that in such purification contexts 
TTCfncXOdv and similar words meant ‘walk in amongst’ as opposed to ‘walk around’), Maass 1913: 70-2, 
Hopfner 1921-4: i sect. 706, L. Miiller 1932: 49-52 (making a strong case against Deubner), Pax 1957. 
Pliny’s tale of Lepidus in the wood {Natural History 38. 121, mentioned above) gives us a curious 
example of a circular image of draco being deployed by man as a protective circle against another pest, 
in this case birds. I'he notion that one could destroy venomous creatures by drawing a circle around 
them flourished in medieval times: e.g. Jean Gobi apart, the Old Norwegian Konungsskuggsjd or 
Speculum regale p. 88 Einersen; cf. Krappe 1941: 232. 

Lucan 9. 915-21. 
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it (Ch. 8). The most graphic pagan example of the use of a circle against a snake, 
and one that rather anticipates Jean Gobi’s circle of saliva, is that offered by the 
ps.-Aristotelian Mirabilia's account of the Thessalian witch’s battle against the 
hieros ophis quoted above, where the woman compels her serpent enemy into a 
ring of lethal herbs she has sprinkled around herself And the symmetrical 
battle could be fought with circles at the level of the venom too. Whereas the 
Mirabilia tells that the hieros ophis caused a circle of mortification around the 
wound it inflicted,Lucan tells, as we have seen, that when the Psylli are tending 
a snakebite, they mark off an area around the wound with their saliva. 


GAZE, WAKEFULNESS, AND SLEEP-CASTING 

The drakons terrible gaze, and the Gorgons 

We have noted the copious evidence for the conceptualization of the drakons eyes 
as fiery. We have noted too that the derivation of drakon from derkomaiy ‘look 
was popular with the ancients (Ch. 4). Their acceptance of it suggests that they 
considered that a terrible look was integral to the creature’s nature. Of the great 
drakontes of myth, this was never truer than of the Gorgons. When the Iliad 
invokes the folk etymology in connection with a Gorgon (deinon derkomene)^ it 
tells us, conversely, that it is from their serpent-element that they derive their 
dreadful power. 

The Gorgons sometimes killed plainly and simply with their gaze, as if some 
sort of death-ray, but it is also clear that at other times the killing occurred rather 
when their victim looked upon their face—or was it actually into their eyes? This 
ambiguity was resident in the ancient tradition from an early stage, and actually 
became celebrated in the knowing literature of the imperial age.*^^ And this 
ambiguity established, if not a symmetrical battle between the Gorgons or the 
gorgoneion and their opponents, then at any rate a sort of broader reciprocity 
between them. Thus perhaps already the Iliads deinon derkomene, but certainly 
the conceit that Perseus wore a cap of invisibility to attack Medusa (first found in 
the Hesiodic Shield of the mid sixth centuiy and the conceit^ that he 

attacked her whilst she was asleep (first found in Aeschylus’ Phorcides) ^ suggest 
that opponents were killed when Medusa looked at them. But the conceit that 
Perseus should have killed Medusa whilst turning back from her (found first on a 
Boeotian relief pithos of c.675-650 bc and the conceit that he should have 
killed her whilst finding his way with a mirror or reflecting shield (first found in 


[Aristotle] Mirabilia 845b. 

Aristotle History of Animals 607a: o n 8’ ar bd/qj, evOvc cyrrerai to kvkXoj. 

Lucan 9. 922-37. Homer Iliad 11. 37; cL 22. 95. 

'I’hus Lucan employs both models in tight association. Man-looks-at-Gorgon: Lucan 9. 636-41, 
652-3, 9. 666-70. Gorgon-looks-at-man: 9. 649-53. L’urther examples at Ogden 2008n: 50-2. 

Hesiod S/v/e/d 227. Aeschylus P/iurc/des I'262 i, iv IrGb. 

L/MC Perseus 117. 
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Pherecydes)’^'^ suggest that opponents were killed rather when they themselves 
looked upon Medusa. Of the two models of action, the second one, that of man- 
looks-at-Gorgon, is the slightly more prominent one in the tradition, eventually 
coming into its own in spectacular fashion in John Malalas’s account of Perseus’ 
final moments, when he fails to petrify Cepheus with the gorgoneion because of 
the latter’s blindness.As for the modalities of the petrification, it was initially 
imagined that victims were turned into rough boulders. Fifth-century bc images 
of the transformation of Polydectes depict him being covered in a rough stone that 
grows up around him, appropriately, from the ground.The Lycophronian 
Alexandra similarly sees the petrification as taking place from the ground up¬ 
wards, but understands the process to result in a statue that preserves the living 
detail.For Ovid too the Gorgons create detail-perfect statues, but the process of 
petrification is seen rather as resulting from a gradual freezing into stone of a 
person’s figure as a whole.In the broader field of fantastical snakes, a lethal gaze 
was also attributed to the basilisk, which could kill men just by looking at them.*^'^ 
Nonnus alone, at the end of antiquity, offers a form of defence against the 
Gorgon’s gaze. It is a diamond amulet that Dionysus lifts before his face as Perseus 
brandishes the gorgoneion against him. And here a parallelism is achieved, for 
Nonnus explains that the diamond protects against the ‘flash’ or ‘gleam’ (selas) of 
the Gorgon’s face. Whilst we may well expect the gorgoneion’s serpent-locks to 
flash fire from their eyes, the notion that its face should gleam (other than by 
metonomy) is unexpected. But it is of course precisely what we would expect a 
diamond amulet to be doing. 


Man casts sleep upon the drakon (and the problem of Argus) 

Since snakes cannot close their eyes, the ancients held drakontes to be unsleeping 
and ever watchful, and so to make the most ideal guardians, be it of springs, 
treasure, or anything else (Ch. 4). Lucan scrupulously notes that even when 
Medusa’s humanoid body falls asleep, the serpents that form the locks of 
her hair stand alert (‘back-combed’) and on guard.This special ability on 
the drakontes part invited a targeted response from their human opponents, 
which was, if not always symmetrical, then at least complementary. Symmetrical 
enough, however, is the ‘unsleeping dart’ that the Aeschylean Zeus directs against 
lyphon.^^“ More often we hear rather of the deployment of complementary 


Phcrecydes Fll Prowler. We might have expected Perseus to use a mirror or reflecting shield 
simply to deflect Medusa’s ocular death-ray back upon her, but we do not hear of this. A folk-tale of 
Saffron Waldon tells of a local knight who defeated a cockatrice (the gaze of which is similarly fatal) by 
facing it in a suit of armour made from glass mirrors: Beddington and Christy 1937: 115-16, Simpson 
1980:40-1. 

John Malalas p. 39 Dindorf LIMC Polydektes nos. 7-8. 

kycophron Alexandra 834-46; cf 'I'zetzes on 844. 

Ovid Metamorphoses 5. 244-35; cf. also 4. 780-91, and Nonnus Dionysiaca 47. 560-3. For the 
petrifaction process see also Schauenburg 1960 pis. 37-8; cf. Frontisi-Ducroux 1993, Roccos 1994/;. For 
Ovid’s statues see Hardie 2002: 178-80. 

Pliny Natural History 29. 66. Nonnus Dionysiaca 47. 590-606, with selas at 593. 

Lucan 9. 671-4. Aeschylus Protnetheus Bound 360: dyfWTrvov ftcXoc. 
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magical techniques for the seemingly impossible task of casting sleep upon 
serpents incapable of sleep. In Chapter 1 we reviewed the techniques that Medea 
deployed to cast sleep upon the unsleeping Colchis drakon in art and the literary 
tradition: she deployed an incantation and either fed it drugs in liquid form from a 
phiale, or she sprinkled the drugs over its eyes using a sprig whilst invoking Sleep 
in prayer. In the late Oiphic Argonautica Orpheus sung the serpent to sleep with 
his lyre. We also reviewed the evidence for the less explicit tradition that the 
Hesperides similarly used drugs to cast sleep upon their unsleeping Ladon. 

It has sometimes been suspected that Argus was a drakon in origin, although 
there is no direct assertion of this in the extant tradition. Argus is an exceptional 
guard because of the number of his eyes. From Hesiod onwards he is variously 
given between 3 and 10,000. Their arrangement around his head to give him 
360-degree vision, brings him the epithet, from Aeschylus onwards, all-seeing. 
He is also said either to be sleepless or to be able to sleep with some of his eyes 
whilst remaining awake with others. When Hera wishes to keep lo, transformed 
into a cow, from Zeus’ attentions, she gives her into the guardianship of the ever- 
watchful Argus, but Hermes is able to slay him at Zeus’ behest by lulling him to 
sleep with pan-pipes, whereupon Hera memorializes his eyes by transforming him 
in death into the peacock. Argus’ ever-vigilant qualities clearly align him with 
drakontes of the Ladon and Colchis type, as indeed does the manner of his lulling 
to sleep. Other facets of Argus also seem reminiscent of drakontes. He is some¬ 
times said to have been earthborn and, whilst some accounts have him killed with 
a stone, Ovid’s Hermes slays him with the harpe beloved of dra/cdr/-slayers, whilst 
Lucan tells that Hermes used the very harpe he subsequently passed on to Pei sens 
to use in his anguiform-slayings.*^^ Pausanias Grammaticus derives Argus name 
from arges, ‘snake’, and is thus able to make a little more sense (but by no means 
complete sense) of the form of Hermes’ famous Homeric epithet argeTphontes, 
traditionally construed as ‘slayer of Argus’.Apollodorus tells that Aigus was 
himself the slayer of a sleeping serpent. Echidna: does this reflect some ancient 
doublet of the Hermes tale, with roles reversed? 


Homer Odyssey 1. 38, 5. 43, Hesiod FF126, 294 MW (four eyes, which look in both directions, 
and is unsleeping), Acusilaus F'27 Fowler (earthborn), Bacchylides 19. 15-36 (unsleeping eyes loo in 
all directions; earthborn; killed with stone), Aeschylus Suppliants 290-307 (Argus all-seeing, ^aiwrr/c, 
earthborn), Prometheus 566-75, 677-82 (Argus has 10,000 eyes), with scholl., Pherecydes F66 Fow ei^ 
(has an eye in back of head and is sleepless), Sophocles Inachus F28 la (TraroTrrr/c), Lui ipi es wetussae 
1113-18 (TraroTrrr/c; some eyes look east, whilst others look west, and they sleep alternate y), vvi i 
schol., Dionysius of Samos PGrli 15 FI (Argus wears an ox-hide around himsell covered m eyes), vi 
Metamorphoses 1. 623-41,664-88, 714-27 (has a hundred star-like eyes, pointing in all directions, wo 
of which rest in turn; Hermes charms them all to sleep with his panpipes, and slays him with the harpe; 
Hera transforms him into the peacock), Lucan 9. 659-70, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 1. 2-3 (^ai otttt/c, 
eyes all over his body, killed with a stone), Hyginus Fabulae 145 (eyes shine in all directions), Servius on 
Virgil Aeneid 7. 790 {-navoTrrric, earthborn, peacock). First Vatican Mythographer 1. 18 (a hundred 
eyes, peacock). In iconography Argus is shown as a humanoid with eyes all over his hoc y. LIMC o i. 
(c.480 BC), 7. 11, 13. Watkins 1995; 313, 316, 383-4 loosely compares Argus with the Persian dragon 
Azi Dahaka of the ‘six eyes and thousand skills’ (for which see Introduction). 

<lpy€uf,6vry^c is first found at Homer Odyssey 1. 38. Pausanias Grammaticus F'65; cf. Davis 1953. 
M. L. West 2007: 82, however, prefers to think that the epithet’s first element signifies some kind ol dog. 

Apollodorus Bibliotheca 2. 1. 2-3. 
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The canonical snake-mastering races also knew of magical ways to cast sleep on 
snakes. The Marsi are typically held to have done this with incantations and herbs, 
and to have derived this ability from Medea’s sister Circe, or from their goddess 
Angitia, identified with Medea.The Psylli and their affiliates are, by contrast, 
typically held to have done it with their personal smell or their touch. As we 
have seen (Ch. 4), the Indian hunters of the marvellous dracontias stone lulled 
their serpent quarry to sleep either by scattering soporific drugs before them, or by 
throwing down a red cloth embroidered with spells in gold.^^^ 


The drakon casts sleep upon man 

But some serpents at any rate could turn the tables on man and rather cast 
sleep on their human victims. The ps.-Aristotelian Mirabilia tells how the 
hieros ophis almost succeeded in casting sleep with its song upon the Thessalian 
woman attempting to kill it.^^^'^ When Nonnus’ Zeus transforms himself into a 
drakon to sire Zagreus on Persephone, he casts sleep on the similarly shaped 
drakon guards of Persephone’s chamber door to get past theiii.^^"^^^ Adherents of 
the view that the serpent’s constant gaze is inherently hypnoticmight be 
surprised to find that the gaze itself does not appear to have been explicitly 
credited with sleep-inducing power in antiquity: a pity—the notion of a serpent’s 
eyes constantly repelling sleep and throwing it back into the eyes of those they met 
would be an attractive one. 


SOUND, INCANTATION, AND SILENCE 

The terrible sound of the drakon 


Attention is often drawn to the terrible hiss made by a drakon or a snake. 
Apollonius’ Colchis drakon emits a hiss so loud that it shakes the surrounding 
area. According to the Orphic Argonautica, at its hiss, ‘The boundless ether 
resounded. The trees cracked, shaken from the bottom of their roots. The shaded 
grove cried out.’^^“ And just as we are told that the basilisk could kill with a mere 


libullus 1, 8. 20 (incantations), Virgil Acneid 1. 750-60 (incantations, touch), Pliny Natural 
History 25. 11 (Circe), Aulus Gellius 16. 11. 1-2 (incantations, plant juices, Circe), Silius Italicus 8. 
495-99 (herbs, incantations, herbs, Angitia). 

Agatharchides of Cnidus F21a-b (smell, touch), Cassius Dio 51. 14 (touch), Cinna PIO Courtney 
(method unspecified), Silius Italicus Puuica 1. 411-13, 3. 300-2, 5. 352-5 (Hannibal’s North African 
allies, touch). 

Sotacus apud Pliny Natural History 37. 158 and Solinus De mirahilius mutidi 30. 16-18; 
Philostratus Apollonius 3. 8. 

[Aristotle] M/ra/7/7/V/ 845b. Nonnus Dionysiaca 6. 160-1. 

e.g. Chantraine, 2009 s.v. Scpicoixai. 

Apollonius 4. 129-38; Orphic Argonautica 995-7. 
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glance, and merely with its smell, so we are told that it could kill also merely with 
the sound of its hissd"'^'^ 

There are hints in the tradition that Medusa’s two Gorgon sisters, Stheno and 
Euryale, perhaps the latter in particular, could kill with their terrible voices, in an 
auditory parallel to their deadly gaze. The Hesiodic Shield, in describing the pair 
chasing Perseus after his decapitation of Medusa, describes them not only as 
giving out wild stares but as gnashing their teeth and creating ‘a great ringing, 
sharp and shrill’ as they fly. Pindar speaks of ‘the destructive lamentation of the 
pursuing sisters and ‘the noisy grief emanating from the swift jaws of Euryale. 
The Perseis of Ctesias of Ephesus told that Mycene (Mukenai) was named for the 
bellow imukema) that the two sisters gave forth there in their anguish at having to 
give up the pursuit of Perseus. And Nonnus’ Athene draws an explicit parallel 
between the threat of the stone-transforming eye of Stheno and that of the 
invincible bellowing throat of Euryale. 


Sound against the drakon 

Sometimes a parallelism is drawn between the dreadful sound produced by the 
drakon and that produced by their humanoid opponent. Hesiod succeeds mag¬ 
nificently in conveying the dreadfulness of the sounds 1 yphon could make. 

And there were voices in all his terrible [sc. serpent] heads that sent lorth eveiy kind ol 
unspeakable sound. Sometimes they spoke in such a way that the gods could undeistanc, 
and at other times they spoke with the voice of a loud-bellowing bull, unrestrainab e in 
might, proud in voice, at other times again with the voice of a lion with shameless heai t. t 
other times his voice resembled that of puppies, a wonder to hear, at othei times again le 
would hiss, and the high mountains would reverberate. 

But Hesiod then sets the noise Zeus was able to produce in diiect opposition to 
this: 

He thundered hard and loud and the earth resounded round about in teiiible fashion, and 
so did the broad heaven above and the sea and the streams of Ocean and laitains 'lenea i 
the earth. Great Olympus quaked beneath the immortal feet of the lord as he roused 
himself And the earth groaned in response. 

For Nonnus Typhon’s mixed animal heads all raised a terrible cacophonous WtU 
cry together, whilst his serpent-heads more specifically did this with a hiss. On tie 
other side, these noises were met by a seven-mouthed cry from the Pleiades and by 


Lucan 9. 724-6 (the terrible hiss); Aelian Nature of Animals 2. 7 (even other snakes flee before 
the hiss of the basilisk); Isidore of Seville Etymologies 12. 4. 9 (basilisk kills with hiss alone, si )i us i( cm 
est qui et regulus. sibilo enim oceidit, antequam monleat vel exurat). 

[Mesiod] Shield 231-5 (cf Apollodoriis Bibliotheea 2. 4. 2, where the Gorgons are described as 
heavily metallic creatures, with golden wings and bronze hands); Pindai Pythian 12. 6-26 (cf. Izetzes 
on Lycophron Alexandra 838), Ctesias Perseis apud [Plutarch] On Rivers 18. 6 (composed, accoidingly 
at some point before c. ad 100); Nonnus Dionysiaea 30. 264-7 (cf. 2.^. 58, luiiyales bellow). See 
Roscher 1879: 85-99. 

Hesiod Theogony 829-35. It is a curiosity, but Hesiod does indeed seem to suggest that Typhon’s 
hundred heads were entirely snake, and yet that they were able to emit a cacophony of cries from 
animals of different sorts. Cf M. L. West 1966 on lines 831-5, Cantz 1993: 845. 

Hesiod Theogony 839-43. 
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others from the planets. A nicely symmetrical case is presented also by Silius' 
Bagrada serpent. Its terrible hissing ‘filled the entire grove’ and drowned out its 
victims’ cries for help, but the serpent was then in turn alarmed by the army’s 
trumpets. 


Incantations against the drakon 

Incantations against drakontes and other terrible snakes were attributed with four 
discrete effects. First, the accounts of Medea’s casting of sleep upon the Colchis 
drakon, beginning with Apollonius’, tell that she used incantations to do so, 
alongside her drugs.“^‘^ As we have seen, the Orphic Argonautica s Orpheus usurps 
Medea’s role in this and sings the drakon to sleep to the accompaniment of his 
lyre, but without need for drugs.’^^^ Secondly, the second-century bc Lucilius is the 
first to mention the technique of using incantations to burst snakes open. He 
already associates it with the Marsi, as was to become usual.“^^“ The Greek Magical 
Papyri were subsequently to offer the opportunity to burst snakes to all: ‘If you 
wish to kill a snake, say, “Stop, because you are Aphyphis [= Apophis]”, and, 
taking up a green palm-branch and holding it by its heart [i.e. the end of the 
branch], split it into two, saying the name [sc. of the god that will be revealed] 
seven times over, and at once the snake will be split or burst open.’“^^'^ Thirdly, 
incantations could be deployed to summon forth a single snake or to summon 
together a host or plague of snakes. So it is that Seneca’s Medea is shown to 
summon together a host of snakes, which duly abandon their holes, with an 
incantation they are stunned to hear. She goes on to summon also a list of 
mythical serpents in addition, with the purpose of using their venom to make 
the fiery wedding dress for Glauce.^^^"^ Hyginus’ Medea also deploys a magical 
voice in summoning together the plague of snakes that afflicted Absoris prior to 
confining them within Apsyrtus’ tomb (Ch. 5).“^*^ The ps.-Aristotelian Mirabilia's 
Ihessalian witch uses an incantation to summon the individual hieros ophis to its 
death.*' Philostratus speaks of the Indian snake-stone hunters summoning 
(presumably individual) snakes from their holes with an incantation before 


Nonnus Dionysiaca I. 156-7, 240-3 (Pleiades), 267-8 (hiss of the serpent heads), 2. 246-56, 
368-70. 

Silius Italicus 6. 189-90, 216-19. 

I he earliest testimony to the luse of incantations against snakes is that implicit in Plato’s use of 
the kelesis metaphor, discussed in Ch. 5. 

Apollonius Argotiautica 4. 145-66 (OeXyofieuoc); Ovid Metamorphoses 7. 149-58. 

Orphic Argomiutica 1001-19. 

Lucilius Book 20 F7 Charpin (575-6 Marx) iam disrumpetur medius, iam, lit Marsus coliibras 
disrumpii cantii, venas cum extenderit ornnis. See also Tibullus 1. 8. 20, Virgil Eclogues 8. 70, Ovid 
Amores 2. 1. 23-8, Metamorphoses 7. 203 (Medea), [Quintilian] Declamationes rnaiores 10. 15; and cf. 
Pliny Natural History 7. 15 and Aulus Gellius 16. 11. 1-2. 

PGM XIII 260-4; cf. Preisendanz and Henrichs 1973-4 ad loc. For Aphyphis Apophis, see 
Introduction. 

Seneca Medea 684-705. 

Myginus Eabulae 26. 

[Aristotle] Mirabilia 845b. But the Tyrolean folk-tales considered in Ch. 11 invite us to imagine 
that versions of this tale may also have existed in which multiple snakes were summoned. 
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casting sleep upon them.“^^ This leads us to the fourth application of incantations 
against snakes, devenoming. Silius Italicus tells how the Psyllus-like Marmaridae 
could make snakes forget their poison with their incantations.“^^^ Lucan’s Psylli 
similarly use incantations to summon snake-venom itself forth from the wound. If 
the venom is slow to ‘heed’ {tardius audit) and continues to resist, then it must be 
licked out more directly, with the taste of the venom then telling the Psyllus what 
variety of snake it was that inflicted the wound.“^'^ Aulus Gellius refers to a ps.- 
Democritan work that contended that flute music could, comparably, be used to 
cure viper bites.^^^ 


The drakorTs incantations against man 

Once again we turn to the marvellous tale preserved by the ps.-Aristotelian 
Mirahilia. Here we find not only a striking example of a snake, surprisingly, 
using an incantation against its human opponent, but also a crisp statement of 
the symmetricality of the battle between them in this respect: ‘Then she imitated the 
voice of the creature [sc. the hieros aphis].The creature sang in response (aritaidein) 
and approached. As it sang, the woman fell asleep, and then it came closer still, with 
the result that she was not able to resist sleep.’“^ ’ In an all-too allusive reference to 
the work of the Marsi Pliny notes that they can burst snakes (serpentes) by 
incantation, but that snakes possess one piece of cleverness: they can counteiact 
the spell. The word he uses for this counteraction is recanere, of which the normal 
meaning would be ‘sing in return’, i.e. ‘make a responding incantation . 


Silent incantations and self-deafening drakontes 

A brief excursus in the fifth-century ad Avitus of Vienne s Latin hexametei 
retelling of the Genesis story notes the peculiarly fatal threats that deaf oi deafene 
snakes can constitute to charmers (of course, in reality all snakes are deaf). 

This is how the Marsi achieve what they do, in the sin for which they win praise, when, with 
their silent skill, they draw fierce dracones forth from their hiding places and often n t leni 
join battle with themselves [i.e. with the Marsi charmers). Ihen, as each one peiceives t lat 
the water-snake is heavy with war, or recognises that the ears of the hardened asp aie s iiit, 
he rattles within himself the arms of the secret incantation. At once, at the cajo ing woi , 
their poisons grow weak. Soon the harmless serpent is taken in the hand quite sa e y, anc 
the bite alone, not the venom in the snake, is cause for fear. Sometimes tie ciaimer 
[incantans] dies, if a deaf snake scorns the clever mutterings of the channel [? - a iUtoiis]. 

(Avitus of Vienne De spiritalis historiae gestis 2. 303-13) 


Philostratus Apollonius 3. 8. 'I’he ancient world knew of other ways of summoning snakes too. 
Phylarchus FGrll 81 F27 (= Aelian Nature of Animals 17. 5) knew that the Kgyptians could summon 
their tame Agathos Daimon snakes by snapping their fingers; ct. Fraser 1972: i. 209-10, ii. 16a. 

Silius Italicus Punka 3. 300-2. Lucan 9. 922-37. 

Aulus Gellius 4. 13. 3. (Aristotle) M/niF/Vm 845b. 

Given the Mirahilia comparison, there is no need tor LS and OLD s.v. tecino to piopose heie the 
weaker translation ‘remove (an effect) by magical means’. 
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This confusing discussion makes much of sound, the avoidance of sound, and 
silence: both incantations used by the charmer, that to draw out the snakes and 
that to reduce their venom, appear to be either silent or at any rate muttered, and 
yet they are generally effective. Somehow or other, hearing snakes can shut their 
ears to the silent incantations and yet they remain subject to at least the second of 
them. But a snake that is truly deaf can clearly be drawn by the first incantation 
whilst remaining immune to the second. This discussion appears to be under¬ 
pinned by two intelligible notions. First, that it is in general precisely the sound of 
charmer’s incantations that renders snakes subject. In the context of this tenet, a 
particular threat is afforded by snakes that either happen to be deaf or have the 
ability to close their ears. The second, and responding, notion is that a deaf or self- 
deafened snake can in turn be charmed by a special kind of incantation that is in 
itself silent, and thereby bypasses the snake’s aural apparatus: another nice 
symmetry. What is Avitus’ source material here? A discussion of the Marsi of 
this sort has a pagan feel (not least in view of Pliny’s words on their snake-victims’ 
responding incantations), and Wood accordingly posits a pagan source. However, 
Avitus’ thinking may also have been shaped in part by Psalms, which speaks of the 
deaf asp that stops up its ears and will not heed the charmer, however skilful his 
spells may be.“^^ 


ELEMENTS OF THE SYMMETRICAL BATTLE 
IN OTHER CULTURES: THE NAGAS 

Graeco-Roman cirakon-fighi myths are distinctive for embracing a broad and 
complex set of motifs of symmetricality, but what might be considered the 
primary and central symmetrical motif, that of fire against fire, does have a 
purchase in the serpent lore of other cultures. It is found in several of the Near- 
Eastern and Indo-European dragon-fight narratives reviewed in the Introduction, 
and it features strikingly also in the Indian traditions of the Nagas, the divine 
cobras. Sacred texts often represent the Nagas’ venom directly as fire, and they are 
often portrayed as sending forth fire on their breath, which can pollute the air, or 
with their vision.“^‘^ The Adi Parvari of the Mahabharata, composed between 
C.300 Bc and ad 300 , tells of King Janamejaya’s use of fire to destroy the Nagas in 
a fashion strikingly reminiscent of the ps.-Aristotelian tale of the Thessalian witch 
and of Jerome’s tale of St Hilarion, to be considered in Ch. II. The Naga-raja 
(Naga King) Fakshaka disguises himself as a worm and conceals himself in the 
apple that King Parikshit of Hastinapura is eating. As Parikshit uncovers the 
worm, 1 akshaka reverts to his true form, bites the king, and destroys both him 
and his house in a blaze of fire. Parikshit’s son Janamejaya vows to take revenge on 
I akshaka and the entire Naga race. His Brahmins tell him of a rite that will 
compel lakshaka to throw himself into a fire, the Sarpa-sattra or ‘Serpent 


Avitus’ pagan source: Wood 2001: 267-9 esp, 268 n. 32. Psalms 58: 4-5. For Avitus’ work in 
general, see Shanzer and Wood 2002. 

Vogel 1926: 15-17 (with numerous references from the 1st- to 5th-cent. ad Jakatas), 35, 133, 
137, 139-40, 152-3, 155, 167, 177. 
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sacrifice’. They don black robes, mark off a sacrificial area, utter mantras, perform 
their rites, and kindle a fire. All the world’s serpents are drawn to it and compelled 
to hurl themselves into the flames. They are of all colours, some are a mile long, 
and some the size of elephants. Millions are destroyed in this way. Takshaka 
himself is about to be drawn into the flames when the youth Astika, who has won 
Janamejaya’s admiration, intervenes and, cashing in the boon that Janamejaya has 
granted him, asks him to bring an end to the sacrifice.“‘^’ The Mahavagga, the Pali 
Buddhist text of the first century ad, tells the story of Buddha’s strikingly 
symmetrical fire-battle with Canda, the Naga-raja of Uruvela. The Buddha spends 
the night in a monastery at Uruvela near Benares, and chooses to sleep in the 
house where the sacred fire, essential to Buddhist practice, is maintained, even 
though this house is occupied by a Canda, a fanged snake with a terrible poison. 
When the Naga sees that the Buddha has entered, he becomes angry and produces 
a cloud of smoke. In response the Buddha produces a cloud of smoke too. 1 hen 
the Naga sends forth fire, i.e. his venom, and so does the Buddha, in his case a 
fiery purification of his own bodily substances’, overcoming (though not killing) 
the Naga. He throws the Naga into his alms bowl and displays him to the 
monks.“'^’ 


CONCLUSION 

The drakon represents the ultimate threat as its external weaponry renders it all 
but impregnable. We occasionally hear of lateral-thinking heroes defeating theii 
foe by attacking it from within: so it is that we have the traditions of Heracles and 
Perseus feeding themselves to their respective kete (Ch. 3), the tradition of Jason 
feeding himself to the Colchis drakoriy perhaps (Ch. 1), and the tradition of 
Bellerophon ramming his spear down the Chimaera’s throat to turn its own fire 
against it (Ch. 2). The only logical alternative to this perilous course of action is to 
counter the drakon with weapons and techniques that mirror its own as closely as 
possible. For this reason one even, on occasion, takes one drakon to fight anothei. 
As the drakon bites, so it must be bitten. As the drakon is fiery (its staling eyes 
flash, and its venom burns), so must it be fought with various forms of fire. As the 
drakon inflicts sleep, so it must be fought with sleep-casting. As the drakon is 
venomous, so it must be fought with poisonous drugs. As the drakon belches fort i 
noxious, poisonous gases, so must it be fought with various forms of puiifie ah, 
or with human breath. As the drakon spews or injects liquid venom from its 
mouth, so must it be fought with human spittle, or with another precious liquid of 
the human body, blood. As the drakon utters a terrible hiss or a hypnotic singing, 
so it must be fought with incantations. As the drakon is a creatine of coi s anc 


Adi Parvcm §§49-58. For the text see Sukthankar et al. 1933-66, with trans. at van Buitenen )77. 
Discussion at Vogel 1926: 69, 89, 108-10, 203-7, Cozacl 2004: 49-80; see also Sinha 1979: 19, 23-7, 
67-9. Note too the Pali Buddhist tradition of Svagata’s battle witli the Naga ol the Mango Ferry, in 
which both emit flames al each other: Suttaviblumga rule 51; cf. Vogel 1926: 111-12. 

Mcilmvngga 1. 15. 1-5. Text at Moonesinghe and l lewavitarne 1958, with translation al Davids 
and Oldenberg 1881: 118-20. Cf. Cozad 2004: 86-8. 
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curves, so it must be fought with magic circles and curving weapons. In many texts 
and images these responding weapons are dissociated from each other, but in 
significant numbers they are brought tightly together. These motifs originate in 
pagan drakdn fights, but, as we shall see in the final chapter, they persist emphatically 
into Christian drakon-fighi narratives. 
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DrakonteSy Earth, and the Dead 


The following four chapters turn to the drakontes of cult. In Chapter 8 we shall 
look at the benign drakontes that bestowed wealth and good luck, and in Chapteis 
9 and much of 10 the benign drakontes that bestowed health. But first, and by way 
of preparation, we must establish that strong triangular association between die 
drakon, the earth, and the dead that obtained throughout antiquity. Heioes revisit 
the world of the living from under the earth in which they are buried in the foi m 
of the creature that divides its life between the earth and the surface, and which 
ever renews its own life by sloughing. And anguiform heroes can feel and act upon 
a protective bond with the particular land in which they lie or live, be it the limite 
extent of their own tomb or the broader expanse of an island or a civic territoiy. 


DRAKONTESy EARTH, AND THE UNDERWORLD 

We have seen in Chapter 4 the tendency to house the great drakontes of myth in 
caves and to identify them with the physical features of the landscape t ley once 
inhabited. Snakes and drakontes were often regarded as emanating fiom 
and retaining a special bond with it. When interpreting an omen 
Telmessians were to declare, ‘the snake {ophis) to be the child of the eait , 
centuries later Artemidorus was to obsei*ve that ‘the drakon itself is o t le eai 
and makes its life within it’.“ ^ r. 

It comes as no surprise, therefore, that the great drakontes 
projected as the children of Earth (when not of each other). Lyp on ^ 
ship with the Earth is celebrated in many ways. Earth is his motiei a lea y 
Hesiod, whilst Tartarus, ‘Hell’, the deepest place within the earti, is jis ^ 
(Ch. 4). And just as Typhon emanates from the earth, so he ^ ^ ‘ , 

continues to live on in it: Hesiod and Pindar tell that Zeus hoi e . . 

into Tartarus.'^ Manilius makes the nice point that Zeus drove l yp 
his mother’s womb with his thunderbolts.'^’ If he were able to tear iimse up 


' Herodotus 1. 78. 3. Cf. Bodson 1978; 70. 

“ Artemidorus Oneirocriiica 2. 13; cf Aelian Nature oj Auinuih 2. 21 
mother of the greatest drakontes). 

^ Cf Kiister 1913: 85-100, 121-4, with care. 

‘ Hesiod Theogoriy 868; so too Pindar Pythians 1. 15-28. 

^ Manilius 2. 876-80. 


(the earth of Ethiopia is the 



248 


Dralcontes, Earth, and the Dead 


his grave, according to Ovid, he would leave a broad, gaping hole through which 
daylight would flood in and terrify the shades of tiie dead/' And before his 
imprisonment he constantly maintains his relationship with his mother through 
repeated exploitation of her caves (Ch. 2). Nonnus has a striking vignette of 
Typhon taking a rest: he lays himself out across his mother Earth, and she 
opens up her yawning cave-lairs for his viper-heads to glide into/ Earth is also 
given as mother to: Ladon/ the (eventually) anguiform ‘earthborn’ (gegeneis) 
Giants, whom she accompanies in their iconography from the sixth century bc/ 
Python/^^ the Serpent of Ares and, separately and unsurprisingly, the Spartoi that 
sprung from its teeth when they were sown/^ the ‘Gorgon’ slain by Athene/^ the 
Aegis slain by Athene/^ Campe/"^ the Nemean Serpent/^’ and the pet drakori 
Heracles deployed against the Nemean Lion/^ 

It follows that the underworld should have been well populated with serpents. 
Cerberus’ own anguiform aspect aside, he can be found accompanied by a 
separate large serpent on vases of the c.510-480 bc period.Ixion, one of the 
grands criminels subject to eternal punishment in the underworld, was canonically 
tied to a fiery wheel. In art his wheel is sometimes shown as fringed not with 
flames but with snakeheads seemingly imitating flames (a nice example of the 
identification of serpents with fire).'^ In Critias’ lost tragedy Pirithous it seems 
that Pirithous was bound to a rock seat and guarded by ‘the gapes of drakontes\^'^ 
Aristophanes may have been parodying Critias when his Heracles tells Dionysus 
that as he descends he will encounter ‘tens of thousands of snakes (opheis) and 
strange looking beasts’.^^^ In an underworld scene of c.325-300 bc, on a vase from 
Cerveteri, Orpheus sits to play his lyre framed by the mirroring figures of an 
Erinys and the sharp-faced Etruscan death-demon Charun (a reflex of Charon), 


Ovid Metamorphoses 5. 346-58. ^ Nonnus Dionysiaca 2. 237-43. 

“ Pisander of Camirus PGrH 16 F8; Apollonius Argonautica 4. 1398. Earth also sent up the apples 
he hunously guards: Pherecydes FF16-17 Fowler. 

For the application of the term gegeneis to the Giants, see e.g. Euripides Ion 987, 1529, etc. For the 
iconography, see e.g. LIMC Gigantes 2, 105-6,110 (all 6th cent, bc), 24 (the Pergamum frieze, where, as 
often. Earth emerges from the ground raising her arms in supplication to the gods on her children’s 
behalf); cf. Vian and Moore 1988: 254, with further references, and Gantz 1993: i. 451. 

Pindar F55 SM, Euripides Iphigenia in Tauris 1247, Ovid Metamorphoses 1. 438-40, Hyginus 
Pabulae 140, Isidore of Seville Etymologies 8. 11. 54. 

" Euripides Phoenissae 931, with schol. (for the Spartoi). Contra, schol. Sophocles Antigone 126 
(mother of Serpent is Tilphossa Erinys). 

Euripides Ion 987-96. 

' ’ Diodorus 3. 70. 3-6 = Dionysius Scytobrachion PGrH 32 F’8. 

’ ‘ Diodorus 5. 71. 2-6. Statius Thebaid 5. 505. 

Pholius 7i/7;//uf/imi cod. 190, 147b22-8. 

LIMC Hcrakles 2562, 2563, 2565. 

Unfortunately this type is not represented in LIMC Ixion. The catalogue does record two images 
of a type in which Ixion is bound to his wheel with snakes, LIMC Ixion 15 (c.330-310 bc) and 18, but 
again better. Classical-period examples do exist. The notion of the serpent-wheel surfaces only in 
literature with the F’irst Vatican Mythographer, 1. 14. See Simon 1955, Lochin 1990. 

Critias Pirithous hypothesis at / rCP i. 171: avroc fiev yap ini nirpac (iKiinjTOJi KaOiSpai neSrjOclc 
Spai<(')VTO)u iff)povp€tTo ydcf^iaciv. It could, however, have been that ‘the gapes o{drakontes were those of 
Cerberus’ integral serpents. 

Aristophanes Progs 143; not the least of the snakes that inhabit Aristophanes’ underworld is the 
hundred-headed Echidna, Progs 465-74. 
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both of whom menace him with large snakes that wind around their upraised 
arms.^' In a rare image of her in the form of humanoid goddess, the Styx fights 
amongst the other gods in the north frieze of the Pergamene Gigantomachy: she 
carries a hydria of her water around which a serpent coils.““ When Horace s 
witches Canidia and Sagana dig a trough and call up ghosts, serpents and 
underworld dogs’ are to be seen wandering about.“'^ In Apuleius tale of Cupid 
and Psyche, dracones haunt the banks of the Styx.^"^ 

The Greeks’ heroes were powerful dead men housed, normally, in the earth, 
though they yet lived on and on occasion returned to the world of the living and 
interacted with it. It is not surprising, therefore, that they should often have been 
held to adopt the form of serpents.-" The nature of the relationship between the 
dead man, his body, and his soul with the ensuing serpent is often left vague, but 
Pliny and others tell that the putrefying marrow of a dead man s spine could 
transform itself into a snake. This was why, according to Plutarch, the ancients 
had associated heroes with snakes. Aelian maintains, a view evidently not univei- 
sally held, that such a transformation only occurred in the cases of the corpses of 
the wicked.^^’ 

Such serpents of the dead often (but not always) seem to have taken a particidar 
interest in protecting the body or the tomb, or in enacting vengeance on behal of 
the dead man or his loved ones. Vases offer striking evidence here. On a wondei u 
Tyrrhenian amphora of £:.575-550 bc a gigantic bearded serpent rises fiom tie 
barrow of Amphiaraus and over the dead body of Eriphyle to threaten her son and 
murderer Alcmaeon with bared fangs, as he departs in a chariot On a ac 
figure hydria of c.510 bc we are given an x-ray view of Patroclus tom . a snace 
coils within the white structure, whilst a tiny, winged, humanoid ghost loveis 
above it.“^ A number of vases give us such x-ray views of heio-tombs (siown 
white) with their serpents (shown black) within, and on ^ prothesis vase one sue i 
serpent is accompanied inside its tomb by no less than four humanoic giosts 


LIMC Charu(n) 101 = Hrinys 18; cf. also LIMC Charii(n) 10 (2nd cent. bc). In Ui\ ^ lai u(n) 
112 (3rd cent, bc), perhaps a caprice, Charun is given a Giant-style doiible-anguipe e ^ _ 

- LIMC Styx 7 (where, however, the image is labelled ‘uncertain’); Vian and Moore : - ■> 

Horace Satires 1. 8. 34-5. 

Apuleius Metamorphoses 6. \4. 

Cf. Harrison 1899, 1912: 290-1, 1922: 232-9, 325-31, Kiistor 1913: 62-72, ; 

15-18. Yoshino 2001: 85 contends that an association between (dead) ancestois an sna 'es, w _ 
finds to have originated in Egypt, has been known practically the whole woi 
sustained by three considerations: (1) the snake’s phallic shape is held to be sym x) ^ u 

and life; (2) the snake’s way of killing its prey instantaneously is symbolic o for 

slough is symbolic of immortality (1 thank Prof. Akiko Moroo of Chiba University o 

“ Pliny Natural History 10. 188, Ovid Metamorphoses 15. 389-90, y"’"'!"’''" y’ 

Nature of Animals 1. 51, Origen Contra Celsmn 4. 57; cf Kiuster 1913 Norton 

from corpse maggots. Palmer 1976: 77-8 reports a folk-tale recoided as lecen ) as of deul 

Fitzwarren in Somerset that tells that a local dragon was spontaneously geneiatec 
bodies after an ancient battle; cf. Simpson 1980: 38, 50-1. , - . 

LIMC Erinys 84 = Alkmaion 3 (where illustrated) = Grabow 
1913: 70-2, Harrison 1922; 236-7 (with fig. 55 and importantly superseding ' ^ ‘ 

also with illustration: an Erinys), Sarian 1986: 841 (a funerary demon connected with the spirit of the 
dead), Gantz 1993; 526 and 679 (a tomb-guardian). Note also LIMC Alkmaion 9. 

LIMC Achilleus 586. 
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(why four-to-one?).^'^ On each of a pair of late sixth-century Athenian black- 
figure lekythoi by the Cactus Painter two massive serpents pursue a youth from 
their barrow (why two?), seemingly in protection of it.^^ 

To turn to literary sources, Diogenes Laertius, citing second- and first-century 
Bc sources, tells how Heraclides of Pontus aspired to be believed to have joined 
the gods after his death, and so ordered those loyal to him to replace his corpse 
surreptitiously with his pet drakon as he was being carried out to burial. The 
serpent then obligingly crawled out before the assembled mourners.^' Virgil’s 
account of the manifestation of a snake (angids, serpens) at the tomb of Anchises is 
well known: Aeneas wonders whether it is the genius loci (for which see the 
following chapter) or the servant of his father.^“ Pliny knew that Scipio Africanus’ 
estate at Liternum featured a cave in which there lived a draco that guarded his 
ghost.Plutarch tells that as the body of Cleomenes III of Sparta hung on public 
display in Alexandria after his suicide a huge drakon manifested itself and coiled 
around his head, keeping the birds away. Ptolemy Philopator panicked at this, and 
the women of Alexandria followed his lead, making offerings to Cleomenes and 
declaring him a hero and a son of gods.^"^ Porphyry knew that as Plotinus was 
on the point of dying a drakon passed under his bed and ducked into a hole in 
the wall.^^ We almost certainly see a refraction of the pagan serpent that emerges 
from the body of a hero in the early third-century ad Acts of John. Here the wicked 
Callimachus has bribed the steward Fortunatus to let him into the tomb of the 
newly dead Drusiana, so that he can have sex with her corpse. But as he strips the 
corpse in preparation a huge and terrible snake emerges ‘from somewhere’, Idlls 
Fortunatus with a single bite and sits upon Callimachus until the forces of 
righteousness arrive in the form of John and his brethren (the tale is discussed 
further in Ch. 11).'^^’ 

We have already considered, in the case of the tomb of Apsyrtus at Absoris the 
possibility that an angry hero might transform himself actually into a plague of 
snakes (Ch. 5).^^ A similar notion may or may not underlie Pliny’s claim that 
Pherecydes of Syros died when a host of serpents {serpentes) burst out of his 
body.'^^ 

Aitemidorus ends his list of the things that snakes can symbolize in dreams 
with heroes and elsewhere tells that to dream of men turning into drakontes 
signifies heroes, whilst to dream of women turning into drakontes signifies 


Mitropoulou 1977: 48 (b), illustrated at Harrison 1899: 219 fig. 4, 1912: 291 fig. 77. Further 
examples of x-ray views of serpents within tombs (without ghosts): Grabow 1998 K96a-b (cf. Harrison 
1899: 214) and Naples Museum 111609, illustrated at Harrison 1899: 229, 1912: 402). Discussion at 
Grabow 1998: 147-70. 

Grabow 1998 K104-5; cf. Harrison 1899: 214, 1912: 404 with (fig. 115), Gantz 1993: 679. At the 
other end of antiquity the Orphic Argonautica 929-4 gives the Colchis serpent a surprising job in 
addition to guarding the fleece: it tends the tomb of ‘Zeus of the earth (chamaizelosy in its grove. 

Diogenes Laertius 5. 89-90 = Heraclides of Pontus F'16 Wehrli, incorporating fragments of 
Demetrius of Magnesia (1st cent, nc) and Hippobotus (c.200 bc). 

Virgil Aeneid 5. 84-96. 

Pliny Natural History 16. 234. Plutarch Agis and Cleomenes 60. 

Porphyiy LiJ'e of Plotinus 2. 

Acts of John 71. 

Hyginus/•rtFu/ue 26. Pliny Natural History 7. \72. 
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heroines.^'^ Compatibly with this, Stesichorus’ Clytemnestra had dreamed of the 
Agamemnon she had murdered in the form of a drakon with a bloodied head, out 
of which emerged the avenging Orestes."^^^ 

A snake frequently appears in Greek hero-reliefs, where it serves as the symbol 
or the avatar of the hero. Three varieties of these reliefs, which, stone or terracotta, 
would have been dedicated in temples or heroa, are of interest. In the earliest and 


basic variety, which endures from c.540 bc until the third century bc, the hero sits 
enthroned or stands, and in either configuration can be paired with a heroine. 
Seated heroes (and heroines) are often approached by worshippers, with offerings 
or hands raised in greeting. Standing heroes can be portrayed as warriors, with 
helmet, shields, or spears. A serpent will sometimes just attend the scene, coiling 
behind the throne(s), for example, but more often the hero or the heroine feed the 
serpent from a kantharos, in what must be considered a form of auto-libation. 
This variety originated in Sparta, from where sixth-century examples are copious, 
whence it spread to other parts of the Peloponnese, to Sparta s colony I arentum, 
and also to Attica, where a few examples have been found.'^^ The earliest example, 
a relief of c.540 bc from Laconian Chrysapha, is also the finest: worshippers beai 
offerings (including a cock and possibly an egg) to a gigantic hero and heroine 
enthroned together, whilst a commensurately gigantic, bearded, and carefully 
detailed serpent coils from underneath the throne, up over its back and around 
its top. Though still some way from it, the serpent is presumably heading for a 
drink from the large kantharos the hero holds."^^ The alignment of the seipent 
with the hero’s spine is suggestive in view of the considerations above. The role of 
this sort of image in the development of the iconography of Asclepius and Hygieia 
is clear (Fig. 7.1). 

A second variety of hero-relief, that of the riding hero, seems to have incorpoi- 
ated snakes from the early fifth century bc, the first datable example with a snake 
hailing from Corinth. The general type originated in Sparta, again, in the mic 
seventh century bc, whence it came to spread across the entire Greek and Roman 
world, enjoying a particular popularity in the second and third centuiies ad. 1 le 
type was well loved in Thrace, where it perhaps had a resonance foi indigenous 
deities. The iconographic catalogue LIMC records 640 examples of the geneia 
type, of which perhaps a third incorporate snakes. In the snake-ieliefs tie leio 
rides whilst the snake coils along beneath his horse or, more often, winds around 


Artcinidorus Oucirocritica 2. 13 (list). 4. 79 (heroes and heroines). The complete list, in order: 
king (because of its power); time (because of its length and its shedding of its slougi to u'come )oung 
again); wealth and possessions (because it lies guard over treasures); Zeus; Sabazius, e lus, erne ei, 
Kore; Hecate; Asclepius; heroes. Note also schol. Aristophanes Wealth 733 {dta 'antes common ) le 
attributes of heroes, especially Asclepius) and Photius Lexicon s.v. I'jpcuc -nouaXoc (variegatec sna es are 
termed ‘heroes’; cf Mitropoulou 1977: 55, confusing Photius with Plotinus^ , ■ .. 

Steischorus P’219 PMGVCampbell (from his Oresteia<). However in a similar prophetic dream tor 
Clytemnestra at Aeschylus Choeplwroe 527 the drakon dreamed ot represents lat lei 

Partial lists and discussions of the relevant items at Seiffert 1911, Kiister 1913: 74-8., Mitropou¬ 
lou 1977: 52-4, 63-6, 82-7, Sergent 1978: 11-16, Hibler 1993, Salapata 1993, 1997, 2006 (with turther 
lists noted at 541 n. 1), Schuller 2004. Note also Wide 1909. 

Berlin Pergamon Museum no. 731 = Harrison 1912: 309 hg. 88 = Mitropoulou 1977: 85 (9) = 
Schouten 1967: 34 fig. 9 = ThesCRA 3.d no. 100 = Salapata 2006 fig. 3. Howevei Salapata 2006: 542-7 
contends that in this early example the serpent is not yet hilly associated with the kaiithaios, and that 
what would become the familiar motif of the ‘tippling serpent has yet to be developed. 
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Fig. 7.1. A Spartan hero and heroine, shown in massive size, receive offerings from the 
living, whilst attended by a large snake. Laconian relief from Chrysapha, c.540 bc. Berlin, 
Pergamon Museum no. 731. 'C; bpk / Antikensammlung, SMB / Jurgen Liepe. 


an adjacent tree. Sometimes the horseback hero feeds it from a phiale. Sometimes 
the hero rather stands beside his mount, and sometimes heroines stand by too. 
Often there are adoring worshippers, and altars, and sometimes the serpent eats 
from the altar, either stretching up from the ground or down from its tree.‘^'^ One 
noteworthy development of this variety of hero relief was the military demi-god 
Heron, who came to flourish in reliefs and wall paintings in Hellenistic and 
Roman Egypt. His cult spread there certainly from the first century bc and may 
have originated with the Ptolemies’ Thracian mercenaries. He is typically shown 
carrying a spear whilst feeding a serpent that hangs, treeless, in mid-air, some¬ 
times looping."^’^ 

A third variety of hero-relief in which snakes sometimes appeared was that of 
the ‘Totenmahl’ scenes, hero feasts or funeral banquets.’ These originated in the 


’ ’ LIMC 1 lercKs Hqiiilans passim, esp. 3,6, 34, 35,41, 104-8, 113-126 his, 145, 148-54, 166-85, 204- 
13, 215, 231-2, 240-9, 254, 324, 329, 331, 344, 347, 351,356, 377, 380, 383, 391,467-84, 486, 493, 556, 
576, 639, and items catalogued at Mitropouloii 1977: 53-4, 66-78. Discussion at Cermanovic-Kuzma- 
novic etal. 1992. 'I’he earliest example of the general type is LIMC Heros Equitans 214, from the 
sanctuary of Artemis Orthia at Sparta. Cermanovic-Kuzmanovic etal. 1992: 1068 identify the 4th 
century bc LIMC Meros Equitans 104, from Corinth, as the earliest datable snake example, but the 
substantial remains of a large snake can surely be seen winding beneath the horse of the seemingly early 
5th-century bc relief from Eltynia near Cnossus, LIMC Heros Equitans 215 (cf 70). 

LIMC Heron, with Will 1990. His earliest datable image derives from 67 bc, LIMC Heron 7. 
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later fifth centuiy bc and endured into the imperial period, and are found all 
across the Greek world. A divine banquet is held in honour of the heroized dead 
man; the snake coils under the food-table or, rampant, approaches the dead 
man as he reclines, or, as in the riding hero images, reaches out to him from an 
adjacent tree.'*‘" 

From the archaic period onwards at Sparta, one pair of heroes in particular was 
associated with serpents in iconography, the Dioscuri, Castor and Polydeuces, 
who protected the house, those at sea, and those in war.‘^^ In one archaic relief 
serpents frame a representation of the humanoid pair;"^^ in another the pair stand 
beneath a pediment decorated with a pair of serpents and the egg from which the 
boys themselves had hatched."*^ A fifth-century image of their abstract symbol, the 
H-shaped dokana, is decorated with a pair ot snakes."^^ An early fourth-century 
relief salutes the early hero-heroine reliefs in its composition: one youth sits to 
feed a (single) serpent from a kantharos; the other stands behind.'^^ From the 
fourth century bc also we find the Dioscuri’s serpents coiling around vases 
adjacent to their human figures.^* Hence the serpent coiling around a vase 
could become in itself a shorthand symbol for the Dioscuri, as on some Laconian 
coins.The Dioscuri’s symbolism is neatly and conveniently brought togethei in 
the second-century bc Argenidas relief Here we have the two humanoid Dioscuri, 
with two sets of dokana, and between these two groups two amphoras, from one 
of which a (single) serpent hangs and drinks; there is also a ship s prow (reflecting 
their protection of sailors) and an altar with a boar-relief I heir worshippei 
Argenidas holds out his hand in the act of dedication.Some interesting sei- 
pent-related images of the Dioscuri hail from outside Sparta too. A relief in the 
Izmir (Smyrna) Museum of the later fourth century bc shows each of the Dioscuri 
holding a horse by the reins and accompanied by an attendant. Between them is a 
column, from which serpents project to either side, towards their humanoic 
counterparts. The image salutes the riding-hero type; the Dioscuri were, after 
all, famous horsemen.'’ * A Hellenistic seal from Nea Paphos shows the two caps 
ipiloi) of the Dioscuri, with their stars above. Between them a serpent coils on an 
altar. Hermary suggests that the serpent is Agathos Daimon, with good reason 
when we compare the configuration of his Delos relief. However, we cannot ut 


Kiistcr 1913: 81-2, Harrison 1912: 307-16, with figs. 87, 89, 92, 1922: 

Phonges-Stringaris 1965, Mitropoiilou 1976: 83-145, Will 1990, van Straten \))5. - . cnni 

Pantel et al. 2004, with ThesCRA 3.d no. 107. 

See the items catalogued at Mitropoiilou 1977: 65-71, and more geneial y 1 ermary >, c . a so 

Kiister 1913:77-9, Bodson 1978: 84. , , . i 

Mitropoiilou 1977: 57 (5); d. Mitropoiilou 1977: 55 (1), also archaic, but we cannot be completely 
sure from this relief in itself whether tlie two snakes represent the Dioscuri; and the late Hellenistic 
Mitropoulou 1977: 58-60 (8) and fig. 18, a relief fragment upon which a single Dioscurus survives, to 
be accompanied by a serpent snaking up the adjacent frame of the image. 

Mitropoulou 1977: 57-8 (6). 

Mitropoulou 1977: 55-6 (2) = Harrison 1912: 305 fig. 85. 

Mitropoulou 1977: 56-7 (3). 

As on Mitropoulou 1977: 58-9 (7) and fig. 17. 

'Hiiis Mitropoulou 1977: 71 (10-11). 

” Mitropoulou 1977: 57 (4); LIMC Dioskouroi 122 = Harrison 1912: 305 fig. 84. 

Mitropoulou 1977: 60-1 (9) and fig. 19. 
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feel the impact of the Dioscuri’s own sometimes single serpent here, when we 
compare it, for example, with the Argenidas relief/'*''’ 


THE ERINYES AND HECATE 

Snakes were associated with other denizens of the underworld that were also ready 
to leave it on occasion to intervene in the world of the living: the Erinyes and 
Hecate, perhaps once closely related to each other. The Erinyes (Eumenides, 
Semnai, Furiae, ‘Furies’), were very ancient deities in origin, appearing already 
in the Linear B tablets from Cnossus, where a singular Erinys (e-ri-nu) receives 
cult offerings.'’^' Usually three in number, they enacted vengeance, particularly 
that of the dead, and particularly that of those killed by kin, as is clear not only 
from their celebrated role in Aeschylus’ Eumenides but already from passing 
references to them in Homer’s Iliad and in Hesiod. Accordingly they exhibit a 
close affinity with the dead heroes that manifest themselves in the form of 
serpents, although the precise nature of this relationship is controversial, and 
must remain obscure.^^ 

Homer and Hesiod tell us nothing about the form of the Erinyes, but Aeschylus, 
in his Oresteia trilogy of 458 bc, and then Euripides have much to say. Since it is 
possible that all images of the Erinyes subsequent to the Oresteia are influenced by 
it, the one certainly identifiable prior image, on a black-figure lekythos of c.470 bc, 
assumes a particular importance (Fig. 7.2).'’^ Here they are portrayed as three 

LIMC Dioskouroi 246; Herinai'y 1986 ad loc. 

KN I’p 1,8; cf. also KN Fs 390. In the historical period cults for them are perhaps most strikingly 
attested at Argos, where we find a series of votive reliefs to the ‘Eumenides’ beginning in the 4th century 
nci LIMC Erinys 112-19; cf. Mitropoulou 1977: 43-4, Henrichs 1994. 

On the Erinyes in general see Harrison 1899,1922: 213-56, Mitropoulou 1977: 43-4, Junge 1983, 
Brown 1984, Sarian 1986, Henrichs 1994, Lloyd-Jones 1990, Sancassano 1997rt: 159-86. Linear B: KN 
Fp 1, 8; cf. also KN Fs 390; in the historical period cults for them are perhaps most strikingly attested at 
Argos, where we find a series of votive reliefs to the ‘Eumenides’ beginning in the 4th century nc, LIMC 
Erinys 112-19.The Erinyes’ connection with the underworld: Homer Iliad 19. 259-60; cf. Aeschylus 
Eumenides 264-8. Family vengeance: Homer Iliad 9. 453-6, 571-2, 15. 204, 21.412-14. y\ccording to 
Flesiod I'heogotiy 183-5, 472, they were born from the blood of the mutilated Uranus, and they arc his 
avengers in the first instance; this makes them close relations of the Giants, who were also born from 
his blood (Aeschylus Eumenides 416, however, makes them daughters of Night). 'Fhey are also, from 
the first, protectors of oaths: at Homer Iliad 19. 259-60 they are specifically said to punish the 
foresworn beneath the earth; at Flesiod Works and Days 803-4 they attend the birth of Oath {Horkos) 
froin Strife (Er/s); cf. Gantz 1993: 13-14. 

LIMC Erinys 7 = Hekate 95. Fhe branches are presumably symbolic of an association with 
fertility: cf. FlarrivSon 1899: 217, 1912: 281, Sarian 1986: 840-1. There have been speculative attempts to 
identify Erinyes in the iconographic record prior to 470 uc. An archaic terracotta from Athens, LIMC 
Athena 27, offers a figure with raised arms flanked by serpents; as Sarian 1986: 841 notes, the 
correspondence with the Erinyes’ known iconography is too weak to justify the identification. Metopes 
from the mid 6th century iic Foce del Sele may illustrate, albeit in an unconventional way, scenes from 
the Agamemnon-Clytemnestra-OrevStes story. In one of them a snake has coiled itself around a man 
who draws his sword to strike at it. Some have found this to be an Erinys attacking Orestes; cf. Gantz 
1993: 679. A scarab from the late 6th century iic, LIMC Erinys 5, offers a female figure with wings and 
short chiton running and holding a serpent, but this may be a Gorgon rather than an lirinys. The same 
considerations apply to a black-figure vase in the Museo Gregoriano noted by Flarrison 1899: 219-20 
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Fig. 7.2. An anguipede Hecate’s two dog-heads tear a soul apart between them. Three 
Erinyes, with branch-like projections, attend. Attic black-figure lekythos, c.470 nc. Athens 
National Museum 19765 = LIMC Hekate 95 = Erinys 7. Redrawn by Eriko Ogden. 


humanoid maidens with vine (?) branches seemingly growing out of their bodies. 
Serpents already lurk, indirectly at any rate. On the one hand there is a serpent¬ 
like quality to the branches. On the other, they are accompanied by a marvellous 
Hecate, also appearing in her first identifiable image, consisting of a pair of dog- 
heads in front, a maiden in the middle and a massive coiling serpent in the rear 
(the overall configuration is similar to Scylla’s canonical form). Her dogs are 
devouring a tiny dead man or ghost between them, each pulling on an arm. d’races 
of the Erinyes’ association with such a Hecate linger on in both Aeschylus and 
Euripides, with, serpent imagery aside, the former calling them ‘dogs like Hecate 
and the latter calling them ‘dog-faced’.Hecate’s strildng act of devouring may 
also find a milder reflection on the second iconographic document of the Erinyes 
to survive, another Attic lekythos, this one dated to 6'.460-450 bc and therefore of 
the Aeschylean era or possibly post-Aeschylean. Here an elegant winged Erinys 
runs, holding her serpent-entwined arms out in front of her, with a third serpent 
coiling around her head. The vase’s legend has been read as estheton and con¬ 
strued as a dual imperative addressed by the humanoid maiden to the pair of 
serpents she holds out before her, ‘Devour! 


with fig. 5: on this a winged, front-facing, gorgon-like (but snakcless) female figure knee-runs whilst a 
serpent vigorously coils along below, 'fliis too is probably a deconstructed Gorgon. 1 he most intriguing 
prospect of early Erinyes is offered by a black-figure cylix in the Munich Alte Pinakothek with a striking 
vineyard scene: Harrison 1899: 216-17 with fig. 2, 1912: 280 fig. 71. hour anguipede women tend and 
promote vines: two gather grapes in a basket, another holds a cup and the last plays the symposiac 
aulosy whilst on the other side of the cup the vines are eaten by naughty goats. The vines look very 
similar to those that grow from the Erinyes themselves on the Hecate vase. 

Aeschylus Clwephoroe 924, E'uripides Orestes 260. 

LIMC Erinys 1; discussion at Sarian 1986: 841. One might rather have expected €cOUtov. 
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For the remainder of antiquity the iconography of the Erinyes was to retain 
serpents in the two places of the estheton lekythos, either together or separately.^^ 
We find images with them in the hair alone from c.440 and in the hands or 
on the arms alone from c.400 Sometimes Erinys and serpent can be dissoci¬ 
ated. On a second-century bc alabaster urn from Volterra a humanoid Erinys 
attacks Orestes, who has fled to an altar, whilst a large snake speeds towards it.^‘^ 
Like the estheton lekythos too, most of the subsequent iconographic tradition 
gives the Erinyes wings.^'’ These signified their speed as they relentlessly pursued 
their victims, and indeed Euripides describes them as ‘running, wing-bearing’ 
{dromades pterophoroi).^^^ But their speed was also commonly indicated in art by 
short tunics and running shoes or hunting boots, this already from c'.450 bc.^^ 
From the middle of the fourth century bc the iconographic tradition begins to 
bestow weapons on the Erinyes in addition to their serpents. From c:.370 bc we 
find swords,^® from c.360-350 bc we find their weapon of choice, torches (fiery 
like venom?),^’^ from the same date spears,and from c.340 bc whips.^^ An 
Etruscan bronze mirror of c.380 bc gives an Erinys an intriguing but unconven¬ 
tional weapon: it gives her, self-reflexively, a bronze mirror of her own, in which 
she shows Orestes the face of Clytemnestra.^“ 

For both Aeschylus and Euripides, the Erinyes are strongly serpent-associated 
or are indeed she-serpents themselves. In Aeschylus’ Eumenides the word dra- 
kaine, ‘she-serpent’, is applied directly to them.^^ In the Choephoroe it is said 
rather that their bodies are thickly entwined with drakontes7'^ At other points in 
both plays they are compared to Gorgons, which may imply snake-hair or snakes 


Serpents both in the hair and in the hand/arounci the arm; LIMC Erinys 1 (460-450 nc), 11,12, 
27, 37, 38, 39, 41, 42, 50, 52 (250-240 hc; and also on the shoulders), 55, 58 (350-325 nc; a single large 
serpent winds around up the body and around the head), 64, 69, 70, 74, 97, 105, 107, 108. 

Serpents in hair: LIMC Erinys 4, 9, 20, 21, 43 (440-430 uc), 45, 49, 57, 59, 61, 63, 85, 86, 90 (5th- 
cent. AD MS illumination; an illustration of the Aencid 6. 494-9, 548-56), 99, 104. 

Serpents in hand or around arm: LIMC Erinys 6 (an impressive Campanian bronze, c.400 bc), 18, 
28-9, 30, 34,35, 36 (c. ad 150; particularly large serpent), 48, 51,67, 68, 73,80 (c. ad 150; serpent winds 
around the Erinys’ torch), 96, 112, 113, 114, 115, 116, 117, 118 119 

L/MC Erinys 31. 

Wings: L/vV/C Erinys 1 (460-450 bc), 6, 11, 13, 14,17, 19,20, 21, 22-3, 25, 30, 32-3, 34, 37, 38,42, 
43,44,47,52, 53, 54, 55, 58, 59,60,61,65, 70,74, 82,83, 87,89,92,93,94, 95,96, 98,100, 101,102, 105, 
IOC 106a, 107, 108, 111. Again, it is unclear whether LIMC Erinys 5 (late 6th cent, bc) is relevant. 

I'Aiiipides Orestes 316; cf. Gantz 1993: 15 for the notion that pursuit might itself have been in 
origin the Erinyes’ principal mode of torment. 

Short chitons and/or running shoes/boots: LIMC Erinys 4, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12a, 15, 16, 20, 21, 23, 24, 
25, 27, 28-9, 30, 31,32-3,41 (c.450 bc), 42, 43,44, 50, 51,52, 56, 57, 59, 61,63, 65, 69, 70, 72, 73, 74, 78, 
79, 82, 83, 85, 86, 87, 89, 92, 93, 94, 96, 97, 99, 100, 101, 102, 104, 107, 108, 109, 111. Again, it is unclear 
whether LIMC Erinys 5 (late 6th cent, bc) is relevant. 

Swords: LIMC l^inys 13 (c.370 bc), 14, 15, 25, 26, 30, 34, 79, 106. For discussion of the Erinyes’ 
various weapons see Sarian 1986; 841-2. 

Torches: L/MC Erinys 4, 9 (360-350 bc), 10 , 11 , 19,23,26,31,32-3,35,45,55,57,58,61,66,71, 
72, 80, 82, 83, 85, 86, 87, 90, 92, 94, 95, 99, 100, 102, 103, 107, 108, 109, 111. 

Spears: LIMC Erinys 10, 11, 21, 55 (c.360-350 bc), 56, 85, 86, 104, 106, 108. 

Whips: LIMC Erinys 11 (c.340), 12a, 36, 80, 89. 

LIMC Erinys 68. 

Aeschylus liumetiides 128; cf Harrison 1899: 213. 

Acschykis Choephoroe 1049-50. 
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in the hair/'^ In Euripides’ Iphigenia in Tauris Orestes sees an Erinys as a 
(singular) she-serpent of Hades {Haidoii drakaina) that wishes to kill him. She 
has (plural) mouths of terrible vipers {echidnai) that breathe both fire and 
murder-blood.^^ In the Orestes the Erinyes are bloody-faced drakontodeis korai, 
‘serpent-like maidens’.^^ In his Electra we hear that Athene will ward off the 
Erinyes, with their drakontes, from Orestes, and that they have snakes twining 
around their arms (cheirodrakontes)7^ Euripides engaged in subtle disputes with 
Aeschylus on some of the Erinyes’ other attributes. Whereas Aeschylus had said 
that they were ‘wingless, black and abominable’,^'^ Euripides explicitly gave them 
wings (no doubt reflecting an older tradition, literary or iconographic, against 
which Aeschylus is reacting in curiously asserting the negative term ‘wingless’).^^^ 
And whereas Aeschylus had explained the Erinyes’ blackness through their 
clothing,^* Euripides rather gave them black skins.Their best-known descrip¬ 
tions in the ancient tradition are probably those offered by Virgil in the Aeneid. 
Here Tisiphone carries a whip in her right hand and a serpent in her left; Allecto is 
explicitly compared to a Gorgon and carries venomous snakes in her hair, one of 
which she detaches and throws upon or even into Amata in order to madden her 
and to sow discord; and the twin Dirae, borne by Night together with the third 
Fury Megaera, are winged and bound with the coils of serpents.^'^ This is the first 
time the Erinyes’ personal names appear in the extant literaiy tradition, but 
Apollodorus subsequently confirms them as canonical.^’^ 

Harrison sees the traditional form of the Erinyes as evolving out of a combin¬ 
ation of the tomb-serpent and the tiny winged ghosts that accompany them in or 
at their tombs on the archaic pots discussed above. Her inference is then that the 
tomb-serpents are themselves Erinyes in their original form. She surely has a case 
to be answered, but her view has not found favour with more recent scholars. 

Let us return to Hecate.^^ Her association with the dead-avenging Erinyes on 
the C.470 Bc lekythos (Fig. 7.2) makes sense in the light of the mages explan¬ 
ation—according to Hippocrates—of the terrors of the night as ‘the attacks of 


Aeschylus Eumenides 46-56 (Harpies too), Choepitoroe 1048. Cl. Sarian 1986: 840. 

Euripides Iphigenia in Tauris 285-90. 

Euripides Orestes 256. 

Euripides E/ecfni 1256, 1345. 

Aeschylus liunienides 51-2. 

Euripides Iphigenia in 'Tauris 285-90, Orestes 316. 

Aeschylus Eumenides 352, Choephororoe 1049; cf. also Agamemnon 462, Seven 972. 

Euripides EVec/ra 1345, Oresfes 321. 

Virgil Aeneid 6. 555-672, 7. 323-72, 12. 845-8. 

” ‘ Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1. 1. 4; cf. the important cautions at Gantz 1993: 15. 

Harrison 1899: 214-17. Note Aeschylus Seven 978-9, where ‘shade of Oedipus’ is in direct 
apposition to ‘black Erinys’: rrorvia t OibiTrov cKid, | (j-cXatv Epivvc. For Harrison the Museo 
Gregoriano vase (discussed in note above) represents a key transitional phase in the amalgamation. 
Harrison’s view was taken by Kiister 1913: 62-72, but has been opposed by Sarian 1986: 840-1 (who 
regards the Erinyes’ serpents more loosely as symbolic of the chthonic and, like their branches, ol 
fertility) and Gantz 1993: 526, 679. 

For Hecate in general see Heckenbach 1912, Kiister 1913: 112-15, Kraus 1960, Nouveau-Piobb 
1961, Boedeker 1983, Johnston 1990 (with care), D. R. West 1995: 189-92 (highly speculative), Sarian 
1992, Sauzeau 2000, Lautwein 2009. 
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Hecate and the onslaughts of heroes’.Her anguiform nature is noticed again in a 
limited but nonetheless striking series of images and texts from the Classical 
period onwards, and in these it sometimes appears that she retains a tight 
association both with the Erinyes and with the underworld: an Aristophanes 
fragment speaks of ‘Hecate of the earth (chthonia) rolling coils of snakes’ whilst 
a Sophocles fragment describes her as ‘garlanded with oak and the twisted coils 
of savage drakontes\^^ Aristophanes’ words suggest an anguipede, like the Hecate 
of the lekythos. Sophocles’ combination of serpent and plant is also generally 
suggestive of that image with its associated branching Erinyes, whilst his specifi¬ 
cation of drakontes in the hair assimilates Hecate to images of the Erinyes of the 
estheton-lekythos type. 

A first-century ad lead prayer for justice from the Athenian Agora assigns 
thieves to the attention of a range of underworld powers, Pluto, Hermes, the 
Moirai, Persephone, and the Erinyes, but principally to Hecate, described as 
‘three-faced’. She is addressed as ‘eater of the things the gods demand’ and 
asked to ‘chop out the hearts of the thieves or the thief’, which again puts us in 
mind of the soul-devouring Hecate of the lekythos. The text is accompanied by 
characters and a drawing of a six-armed Hecate (doubtless she is three-bodied too, 
though the central portion of the image is hard to construe). The upper pair of 
arms hold torches aloft; the middle pair brandish whips; the bottom pair consist of 
snakes with tongues protruding.^''^ 

In Lucian’s second-century ad Philopseudes we meet a Hecate of a form 
seemingly quite similar again to the lekythos image, for all its satirically exagger¬ 
ated nature. Eucrates tells how he encountered Hecate one day in the woods: ‘I 
saw a fearsome woman approaching me, almost half a stadium’s length high. In 
her left hand she held a torch and in her right a sword twenty cubits long. Below 
the waist she had snake-foot; above it she resembled a Gorgon, so far as concerns 
the look in her eyes and her terrible appearance, I mean. Instead of hair, writhing 
snakes fell down in curls around her neck, and some of them coiled over her 
shoulders. He goes on to explain that the goddess’ dogs, by whose barking her 
arrival was anticipated, were ‘taller than Indian elephants... similarly black and 
vShaggy, with dirty, matted hair’. Eucrates was able to avert the visitation with a 
magic ring. As he activated it, ‘Hecate stamped on the ground with her snake-foot 
and created a huge chasm, as deep as Tartarus. Presently, she jumped into it and 
was gone. Eucrates was then able to peer into the underworld before the chasm 
closed behind her.^^^ The detail of the single serpent-tail matches strikingly with 
the Hecate of the lekythos. The narrative leaves it unclear whether Hecate’s dogs 
are attached to her, again as on the lekythos, but the possibility remains open. 
Lucian does not give us a direct indication of Hecate’s purpose in this manifestation, 

I lippocFtitcs Oti the Sacred Disease 1, 38: EKartjc <f)acLu eivai iTnfioXdc Kal y^pcotov e^oSoi>c. 

Alistophanes 1*515 K-A; Sophocles 1*535 I rG/*: cT€(j)av<xjcap.€vrj hpvt Kal nXeKraic <l)p.6jv circLpatci 

(ipaxovTOju. 

SEG XXX no. 326 (with important emendations from Jordan) = SGD no. 21 = Gager 1992 no. 84, 
with illustration at p. 181. See the discussions at Hlderkin 1937, B. R. Jordan 1980, and Gager 1992 ad 
loc. 

Lucian Philopseudes 22, 24, with discussion at Ogden 2007: 161-70. Note also the combination of 
the motifs of a terrifying approach of Hecate and the opening up of the underworld at Virgil Aeneid 6. 
255-62. 
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but her explicit association with the underworld suggests once more that she is 
concerned here above all with the punishment of souls. A tradition of ancient 
scholarship represents Hecate in similar form: it tells that she sends apparitions of 
anguipede empousai upon people but also that these empousai may be Hecate 
herself (cf. Ch. 2).''^* 

Finally, some imperial-period statuettes show a triple-bodied Hecate in the 
round. In a bronze statuette one of her three humanoid figures brandishes a 
serpent, whilst the other two are distinguished by a crescent-moon and flower.^^ 
In a Poros statuette from Athens of the second or third century ad one of the three 
figures holds a coiling serpent in her left hand (the right hand, which may 
similarly have held another coiling serpent, is lost). Another of the figures holds 
a long torch in each hand. Two dogs and a rectangular altar lie on the ground 
between them. Furthermore, all three figures have late-Gorgon-style large 
rounded heads, reminding us of Lucian’s description of his Hecate’s head, though 
their locks are not obviously serpentine.‘^'^ In two similar bronzes of the second 
century ad, two of the three figures have serpents coiling in or over their arms, 
whilst the third holds two short torches."'^'* 


ANGUIFORM HEROES OF ATTICA 

Attica boasted no less than three anguiform heroes whose serpent or part-serpent 
form expressed their special, protective connection with their land. We have no 
comparable set of evidence for other states, though one might imagine that the 
Dioscuri played a similar role in Sparta. 


Cecrops (and Draco) 

The myths of Cecrops, Erectheus, and Ericthonius are heavily dittographic. They 
are expressed in their most continuous form in Apollodorus’ summary, which also 
supplies us with the earliest unrationalized account of Cecrops to survive. ' 


Schol. Aristophanes Frogs 293, Siuia, and Eiymologicum Magnum s.v. ((.iTTovca. 

L/MC Hekate 152. L/MC Hekate 166. 

LIMC Hekate 157-8. In addition to the cases laid out here, a Hecate also appears on undated 
cistophoroi from Ephesus alongside a tangle of snakes, but it does not seem that these snakes are 
directly related to her: LIMC Hekate 86. And the same is probably true of the late-imperial green jasper 
magical gem on the reverse of which Hecate is paired with the Ouroboros serpent: LIMC Hekate 301; 
on the broadly comparable gems at 302 and 304 Hecate and Ouroboros appear on dilferent sides ol the 
stones. Another doubtful representation, from the Izmir Archaeological Museum, which may incorp¬ 
orate a serpent (as well as a dog) is described and illustrated at Mitropoulou 1977: 29-31 with tig. 7. 

Principal sources: Herodotus 7. 44, Aristophanes Wasps 438, Wealth 773 with schol., Eupolis 
Kolakcs F159 K-A, Euripides Ion 1163-5, ‘Antiochus-Pherecydes’ FGrH 333 1*1, 'Huicydides 2. 15, 
Xenophon Memorabilia 3. 5. 10, Philochorus FGrll 328 E93-8, Clearchus of Soli 173 Wehrli {apml 
Athenaeus 555d), Hermippus of Smyrna E82 Wehrli = FGrH 1026 1*3, Callimachus Iambi 4 1*194 line 
68 Pf., Marmor Parium ^64-263 lu:) FGrH 239 Al, Lycophron Alexandra 110-11, with 'fzetzes ad 
loc., Varro apud Augustine City of God 18. 9, Diodorus 1.28. 7, Cicero Laws 2.63, Ovid Metamorphoses 
2. 555, Pliny Natural History?. 194, Plutarch Moralia 551ef, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 3. 14-15, Tacitus 
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According to this, Cecrops was born of Earth, and was an anguipede with a body 
combined from man and drakon!^^ He was the first king of Attica, naming the 
place Cecropia after himself. He aided Athene in winning the role of patron for the 
city by bearing witness to the fact that she had planted the olive first. He married 
Agraulus and had from her a son Erisycthon and daughters (another) Agraulus, 
Herse, and Pandrosus. Scholars, most recently Gourmelen, have conventionally 
accepted that Cecrops’ anguiform nature symbolized his connection with the 
earth.'^^ 

The earliest point to which Cecrops can be pinned down in any shape or form is 
the period just prior to the Persian invasion, the invasion itself being the terminus 
ante for the construction of his Cecropeion.'^^ Kasper-Butz, Krauskopf, and 
Knittlmayer may well be right to find the immediate cause of his manifestation 
in the record in Cleisthenes’ elevation of him to the role of one of the ten new 
tribal heroes of Attica in 508/7 In his iconographic tradition, from this point 
until it peters out in the mid fourth century, Cecrops is usually found either in 
the form of a simple anguipede,or as fully humanoid, and in both cases 


Annals 11. 14. 2, Hyginus Fahulae 48, 158, Pausanias 1. 5. 3, 8. 2. 2-3, Antoninus Liberalis Meta¬ 
morphoses 6, Justin 2. 6. 7, Nonnus Dionysiaca 41. 58-64, Hesychius s.vv. Af)di<(ivXoc, €v 8' AiOvia (the 
younger Cecrops?), Georgius Harmatolus Chronicon 1. 30 (9th cent, ad), Suda s.vv. ApaKavXnc, 
KcKpoi/j, Etyrnologicum Magnum s.v. inaKpLa x^opa. Principal iconography: LIMC Kekrops, Kron 
1976: 259-2, Gourmelen 2004: 457-66, Discussions: C. Robert 1920-6: i. 137-40, Kron 1976: 
84-103, Kearns 1989: 80-91, 110-12, 175-6, Parker 1990, Kasper-Butz, Krauskopf, and Knittlmayer 
1992, Gantz 1993: 223-9, Bollansee 1999: 121-4, Gourmelen 2004, Ustinova 2005: 75. 

Cecrops’ autochthony: Hermippus of Smyrna F82 Wehrli = FGrH 1026 F3 (yr/yej^r/c), Lyco- 
phron Alexandra 111 {yyjyevqc), Apollodorus Bibliotheca 3. 14 (jwToxOoju), Hyginus Fabtilae 48 (a son 
of lerra), Antoninus Liberalis Metamorphoses 6 {avroyOuju), Eusebius Praeparatio evangelica 10. 9. 9. 
Hyginus Fabulae 158 makes Cecrops a son of Vulcan/Hephaestus, no doubt in confusion with 
Ericthonius; cf. Gourmelen 2004: 123-4. 

Gourmelen 2004: 24-31, 44-5, 47-8. 

It is mentioned already in IG i^ 4B 10. 'Fhe Erectheum account’s inscription locates the 
Cecropion of its day in the south-west corner of this temple: IG i‘^ 474 lines 56-63. ‘Antiochus- 
Pherecydes FGrH 333 FI knew of a grave of Cecrops on the acropolis. Discussion at Kron 1976: 87-9, 
Gourmelen 2004: 293-5. 

Kasper-Butz, Krauskopf, and Knittlmayer 1992: 1089-90. It is remotely possible that Cecrops is 
to be found in a bearded and possibly sceptred figure on a fragment of a kotyle crater by Sophilos of 
C.580 ijc, LIMC Kekrops 4 (= Gourmelen 2004: fig. 1; cf. Kasper-Butz, Krauskopf, and Knittlmayer 
1992: 1090), but this must remain conjectural. In any case, we can tell nothing significant of his form 
here, since the lower part of his body is missing. 

Anguipede: LIMC Kekrops 6 (= Gourmelen 2004: fig. 9, 490-480 nc—but see below), 10 
(= Gourmelen 2004: fig. 12; c.460 nc), 16 (= Gourmelen 2004: fig. 16; 460-450 iic), 28 (Parthenon: 
447-431 lie), 7 (= Gourmelen 2004: fig. 10; 440-430 nc), 1 (= Gourmelen 2004: fig. 15; 430-420 iic), 2 
(425-400 Hc), 3,8, 9 (8,9 = Gourmelen 2004: figs. 11, 14; late 5th cent, nc), 24-5 (c.400 nc), 34 (mid 4th 
cent. nc). LIMC Kekrops 35 is a fragment of a marble relief from the Acropolis of 412-411 nc, which 
some have thought to represent Cecrops with a serpent: Kasper-Butz, Krauskopf, and Knittlmayer 1992 
ad loc. is sceptical. Both Kasper-Butz, Krauskopf, and Knittlmayer 1992 (LIMC Kekrops) and Gour¬ 
melen 2004: 312-14 catalogue Cecrops images employing his humanoid vs. anguiform shape as a 
principal criterion of distinction. 

Humanoid: LIMC Kekrops 13 = Gourmelen 2004: fig. 5, 23 (c.480 nc), 21, 30 (480-470 nc), 22 
(c.470 nc), 17-20 (470-460 nc), 31 (Parthenon: 447-431 nc), 29, 33 (430-420 nc), 37 (410-409 nc), 40 
(400-475 nc), 14 (390-380 nc), 38 (398-397 nc), 36 (377-376 nc), 39 (375-374 nc), 26-7 (mid 4th 
cent. nc). 
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normally with his familiar beard, sceptre, and tunic or cloak. His anguipede form 
may have been determined in part by a folk-etymological reading of his name, 
kerkos (sic) signifying ‘tair.'^^“ Cecrops’ earliest extant representation is probably 
that of a lekythos dated to 490-480 bc, and this is anomalous in contrast to 
the subsequent record. Here a bearded and sceptred Cecrops has his familiar 
serpent-tail, but it curls up behind him and then divides into two. Kasper-Butts, 
Krauskoopf, and Knittlmayer read this as an attempt to represent (Giant-style) 
serpent-legs.’^^ This seems unlikely, given that the two tails point vertically 
upwards. But an attempt to represent a fish-tail may be a possibility. One of the 
comic poet Eupolis’ characters observed in 421 bc that, ‘and they say that Cecrops 
had the upper part of a man, down as far as his buttocks, and the lower parts of a 
tiina’.’^’"’ On a stater of Cyzicus, dated to the second half of the fifth century bc, a 
naked and clearly anguipede Cecrops (if it is he) holds an olive branch and hovers 
over a tuna fish.’^’^ There is enough here to make us contemplate that Cecrops 
may on occasion have been regarded as sharing his physiology with a tuna as 
opposed to a serpent. We are reminded again of the general kinship between 
drakontes and keted^^ 

To a large extent, the form in which Cecrops is represented iconographically 
depends upon the scene-type in which he is shown.He is always an anguipede 
when he attends the birth of Ericthonius (from c.490 to the later fifth century bc; 
Fig. 7.3), and he is an anguipede too in a unique 460-450 bc scene in which he 
appears to make a libation to Nike, and again in a unique mid fourth-century bc 
relief in which he is approached by a line of worshippers alongside Athene (one 
wonders whether his configuration here was not influenced by the votive reliefs in 
which worshippers approached Zeus Meilichios, which flourished at this date). 

He is always humanoid when in the role of a tribal hero (480-420 bc), or when he 
attends the punishment of his daughters (480-380 bc), Boreas’ pursuit of Or- 
eithyia (480-470 bc), or Hermes’ pursuit of one of his daughters (470-460 bc), 
and he is humanoid too in a unique scene with Bouzyges (430-420 bc). 
However, he is shown in both forms in scenes of the dispute between Athene 


Frisk 1960-72 and Chantraine 2009 s.v. KcKpuiJj, Gournielcn 2004; 63-7, 359-62. Gourmelen 
2004: 351-66 further relates the name to the cicada-clips (rcTTiyyec) that Thucydides 1. 6 (ct. also 
Philostratus Imagines 2. 17. 6) tells us the Athenians once wore in their hair, given that the term 
K€(}Ki07Ty] is aligned with rirTiy^ at Aristophanes F53 K-A (= Athenaeus 133b). 

LIMC Kekrops 6 = Erechtheus 1 = Ge 13 = Gourmelen 2004: fig. 9, with Kasper-Butts, 
Krauskopf, and Knittlmayer 1992: 1085 ad loc. 

Eupolis Kolakes F159 K-A. Gourmelen 2004: 42 is inclined to believe that the significance of this 
is nothing more than an attempt to pour derision on the illustrious hero. 

LIMC Kekrops 11 = ITechtheus 24. 

Kron 1988 on LIMC Erechtheus 1 describes the tail in passing as a ‘fish-tail’. 

A partly similar analysis to that found in this paragraph at Gourmelen 2004: 317-21. 

Birth of Ericthonius: LIMC Kekrops 6-11 (7-10 = Gourmelen 2004: figs. 10-12, 14); discussion 
at Gourmelen 2004: 131-5, 198-207. Nike: LIMC Kekrops 16 = Gourmelen 2004: fig. 16. Line ot 
worshippers: LIMC Kekrops 34. 

IVibal hero: LIMC Kekrops 30-3. Punishment of daughters: LIMC Kekrops 13 (= Gourmelen 
2004; fig. 5), 14. Boreas’ pursuit of Oreithyia: LIMC Kekrops 21-2. Hermes’ pursuit of his daughters: 
LIMC Kekrops 17-20; discussion at Gourmelen 2004: 163-9. Bouzyges: LIMC Kekrops 29; discussion 
at CjOLirmelen 2004: 239-45. 
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Fig. 7.3. I he anguipede Cecrops attends the birth of Ericthonius. Attic red-figure bowl, 
c.440-430 liC. Berlin Staatliche Museen F2537 = LIMC Kekrops 7. 4'; bpk / Antikensamni- 
lung, SMB / Ingrid Geske-Heiden. 

and Poseidon for the patronage of Attica: anguipede in scenes of c.400 
humanoid in scenes from the mid fourth century.*'^ One might propose that his 
earthborn quality was of more pressing significance in the birth-of-Ericthonius 
scenes and the Athene-Poseidon scenes, and that he is shown as an anguipede in 
these scenes for that reason.^ 

When shown as an anguipede, Cecrops more often than not also carries a phiale 
(in addition to his sceptre). Only in the earliest extant of such scenes, that of 
c. 460-450 BC, does he appear to be making an offering with it to someone else, 
Nike.*’^ Otherwise, from c.430-420 onwards, the phiale seems to function as his 
own attribute, and we are compelled to think of Elygieia, ever offering her phiale to 
herself in the form of her serpent counterpart, and attested as doing so from just 
around the same time (Ch. 

Several doublets were developed for Cecrops. We learn of younger kings of 
Attica also called Cecrops, one the son of Erectheus, the other the son of Pandion, 
though we hear nothing of their form.^^^ Antoninus Liberalis knows of one 
Periphas, an autochthonous king of Attica prior even to Cecrops, who was 


' LIMC Kekrops 24-5. ''' LIMC Kekrops 26-7. 

Cf Kasper-Butz, Krauskopf, and Knilllniayer 1992: 1090. 

“■’ LIMC Kekrops 16 = Gourmelen 2004: fig. 16. 

' “ LIMC Kekrops 16 (460-50 »c; Nike), 1 (430-420 nc), 9 (later 5th cent, bc; Athene rather seems 
to libate to Cecrops), 11 (later 5th cent, bc), 34 (mid 4th cent, bc; Cecrops holds the phiale but is 
approached by mortal worshippers). 

Apollodorus Bibliotheca 3. 15 (son of Erectheus); Pausanias 9. 33 (son of Pandion); cf Cour- 
melen 2004: 67-75. 
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worshipped as Zeus in several guises, including that of the (anguiform) Zeus 
Meilichios. Zeus-proper transformed him into his sceptre-bearing eagle.But 
the most interesting case is that of Draco. The ostensibly historical record 
famously names him as the first lawgiver of Athens: he is given a floruit in the 
39th Olympiad, 624-621 bc, and attributed most frequently with a law against 
homicide, but also with a law against idleness, and indeed an entire constitu¬ 
tion.^ His role as Athens' first lawgiver is one he shares precisely with 
Cecrops.' Draco’s name consists simply of our tamiliar Greek word for serpent, 
Drakon, -ontos: he is indeed yet another ‘man called DrakonV'^^ Whilst some have 
doubted Draco’s reality for their own historical reasons or because of their own 
presumptions about the evolution of Athenian law,^“^^ his remarkable correspond¬ 
ence with Cecrops has been overlooked. We must conclude either that Draco 
represents an early stage in the rationalization of Cecrops, or that he represents a 
historical figure so heavily assimilated to Cecrops in tradition as to have lost all 
traces of his original identity. It is interesting for both Cecrops and Draco alike 
that Python should have been regarded as the guardian of the shrine of Themis, 
‘Law’ at Delphi. 


Ericthonius 

Ericthonius and Erectheus, like Cecrops, foundational kings of Attica, are com¬ 
plexly intertwined figures, with the latter becoming the patron-hero of one ol 
the ten Cleisthenic tribes. It is beyond the scope of the current work to investigate 


Antoninus Liberalis 6; cf. Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1159 (unpersuasive), Clourmelen 2004; 93-7. 

' Principal sources: Cratinus P300 K-A, ML 86 lines 4-6 = IG 104 (decree of 409 ik: referring to 
the homicide law), Lysias F40b Carey, Andocides 1. 83 (quoting decree of 403 bc), Xenophon 
Oeconornicus 14. 4, Aristotle Politics 1274b, Rhetoric 1400b, [Aristotle] Ath. Pol. 4. 1, 7. 1, 41. 2 
(clear statements of Draco’s role as the first writer of laws for Athens; his homicide law and his 
constitution), Demosthenes 23. 51 (homicide law), 47. 71, Demades F23 de Falco, Plutarch Solon 17 
(homicide law), Tatian Against the Hellenes 41, Pausanias 9. 36, Clement ol Alexandria Stroniateis 1. 
80. 1, Pollux Onomasticon 8. 42, 8. 125, 9. 61. Discussions: Ruschenbusch 1960, Stroud 1968, Gagarin 
1981, Rhodes 1981: 109-18, Cara wan 1998. 

For Cecrops as Athens’ first lawmaker see Hermippus of Smyrna F’82 Wehrli = PGrH 1026 F3, 
Philochorus PGrH 328 F93-8, Xenophon Memorabilia 3. 5. 10, Callimachus Iambi 4 F'194 line 68 PL, 
Pausanias 8. 2. 2-3, Suda s.w. KeKpoxfi, Hpof-iTjOevcy schol. Aristophanes Wealth 773. Discussion at 
Gourmelen 2004: 239-45, Harding 2008: 194. 

’ And the ancients were able to read his name in this way tor themselves: Aristotle Rhetoric 1400b 
records a bon mot by Herodicus (or Prodicus) to the effect that his laws belonged not to a human Draco 
but to an actual drakoHy in view of their harshness. Note also the famous quip ol Demades (F23 de 
Falco) that Draco wrote his laws in blood. We do know ol historical individuals with the name 
Drakon in the ancient Greek world, most famously in the lamily of Hippocrates, where, however, 
the name is evidently given in tribute to the family’s patron deity Asclepius. See the various volumes ol 
LGPN s.v. 

e.g. Beloch 1912-27: i. 2, 358-62. 

If one accepts the standard historici/ing supposition, as e.g. at Hammond 1959: 156, that Draco s 
famous homicide law was designed to bring an end to the blood-feuds ensuing Irom the Cylonian allair 
a decade before (Herodotus 5. 71, Thucydides 1. 126), then one may also wish to contemplate the cull 
of Zeus Meilichios in Argos, where the serpent god was honoured lor bringing a blood-leud to an end 
(Pausanias 2. 20. 1-2). 
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the full extent of their involvement in the developing ideology of Athenian 
aiitochthony and festival practice. Suffice it to say here that we will not demur 
from the generally accepted view that a single figure, whom Homer indicates to 
have been called Erectheus, was at an early stage differentiated into two distinct 
but still related figures, ‘post-split’-Erectheus and Ericthonius.'“^ It is to the 
Ericthonius figure that the principal serpent-interest attaches. 

Our earliest coherent account of the birth of Ericthonius and the Cecropid 
punishment, the key part of his myth for our purposes, is that of the fourth- or 
third-century bc Amelesagoras, as preserved by Antigonus of Carystus. He tells 
that Elephaestus attempted to rape Athene but that his sperm fell on the ground. 
Ihe earth produced Ericthonius as a result, and Athene reared him. She put him 
in a basket (kiste) and gave him to the Cecropids to mind until she should return, 
telling them not to look inside. But Agraulus and Pandrosus opened the box and 
saw two drakontes beside Ericthonius. Apollodorus’ account follows roughly 
the same course, but differs in detail. According to him, Hephaestus fell in love 
with Athene when she came to him for arms and he tried to rape her. She was able 
to escape, since he was lame, and his seed fell on her leg. She wiped it off with wool 
(eri-on) in disgust and threw it on the ground (i.e. chthon). Eri-cthon-ius was 
produced from this. Athene reared him in secret from the other gods, as she 
wished to make him immortal. She hid him in a basket (kiste) and gave it to 
Pandrosus, forbidding her to open it. But Pandrosus’ sisters opened it in curiosity 
and found a (single) drakon coiling around the baby. Some say they were 
destroyed by the drakon, others that Athene punished them with madness so 
that they threw themselves from the Acropolis. Ericthonius in due course became 
king of Athens. (In fact the first element of Ericthonius’ name derives from the 
intensive eri-, and his name actually signifies ‘very chthonic’.)^“^ 

I here were four traditions in all about the contents of the basket. In the first 
Ericthonius was a humanoid baby guarded by a pair of drakontes. This is first 


Homer Iliad 2. 547, Odyssey 7. 81. ‘Ericthonius’ seemingly appeared in the early epic Danais, in 
which lie is already said to have appeared from the ground: F2 West. 

Principal texts (for the Ericthonius story; sources bearing principally on Erectheus are omitted): 
Danais E2 West, Sophocles E643 TrGP {apud 1 lesychius s.v. Ap('i,<avXoc), Euripides Ion 16-28, 267-82, 
1427-32, Amelesagoras I'GrII 330 FI Antigonus of Carystus M/ra/^/V/rt 12, Eratosthenes Catasterismi\ 
13, Ovid Metamorphoses 2. 552-64, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 3. 14. 6, Pausanias 1. 18. 2, 1. 24. 5-7, 
Hyginus hahulae 166, Aslronomka 2. 13, Lactantius Divinae Insiitutiones 1. 17, schol. Germanicus 
Atatea pp. 394-5 Eyssenhardt, Servius on Virgil Georgies 3. 113, Augustine City of God 18. 12, Nonnus 
Dionysiaca 41. 58-64, Fulgentius Mitologiae 2. 11, First Vatican Mythographer 2. 26, Second Vatican 
Mythogiapher 48, schol. Plato iimaeus 23e, 'Fzetzes on Lycophron Alexandra 111, litymologicum 
Magnum s.v. hpcyhcvc. Powell 1906: 56-86 offers a convenient repertorium. Principal iconography: 
LIMC Erechtheus, Kron 1976: 249-59. Discussions: Powell 1906, Cook 1914-40: iii. 181-8, 218-23, 
237-61, M. Fowler 1943, Burkert 1966, 1983«: 150-4, Kron 1976: 32-83, 1981, 1988, Mitropoulou 
1977: 25-6, N. Robertson 1983, 1985, Brule 1987: 13-79, Kearns 1989: 110-15, 160-1, Parker 1990, 
Blake 'I'yrell 1991: 133-51, Gantz 1993: 233-7, Loraux 1993, Reeder 1995h, Shapiro 1995, Gourmelen 
2004 esp. 329-40, Sourvinou-Inwood 2011: 24-134. 

Amelesagoras PGrII 330 FI; in addition to Jacoby’s commentary ad loc., see also Harding 2008: 
28-9 and 199-202. Ihe intriguing Hesychius s.v. ApaKavXoc, incorporating Sophocles F643 TrGl\ 
seemingly implies that in his Tympanistai the poet named one of the Cecropids Drakaulos 
(cf. Agraulos) on the basis that Athene put the drakon to live {aulisai) with the girls. 

Apollodorus Bibliotheca 3. 14. 6. 

Bodson 1978: 80-1. 
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found on a British Museum pelike of 440-430 bc (baby Ericthonius in a round 
basket is watched over by a pair of snakes, with Athene standing by),^“^ then in 
Euripides’ Ion and then in Amelesagoras, as noted.It is possible that Phy- 
larchus was influenced by the Ericthonian double-guardian-dra/confes tradition 
when he said that there were two oikouroi opheis (Ch. 10).^“'^ In the second 
tradition, Ericthonius was himself a pure drakon. This also seems to be hinted 
at already in the Ion. The play twice mentions a custom according to which, as it 
seems, it was the practice for the ‘Erectheid’ Athenians to dress their babies in a pair 
of golden serpents. First we are told that such dressing preserves the ‘custom ... of 
the earthborn (gegenes) Ericthonius’, which is compatible with the play’s earlier 
assertion that a humanoid baby was guarded by a pair of drakontes. But then we are 
told, seemingly, that the golden snakes are themselves ‘imitations of ancient 
Ericthonius’.It emerges in later sources too, being found in Hyginus’ Astronorn- 
ica {Ericthonius anguis), Pausanias’ conjecture that the serpent of Phidias’ Athene 
Parthenos statue ‘could be Ericthonius’ and, seemingly, in Philostratus’ curious 
assertion that Athene once bore a drakon to the Athenians.'^^ In the third tradition, 
Ericthonius was a humanoid baby guarded by a single drakon. In literature the 
single guardian-snake is first mentioned in Ovid and then Probus, Apollodorus, as 
noted, and Augustine. Probus obseiwes that some hold that the constellation of 
Draco is the sei*pent that Athene set to guard Ericthonius, subsequently catasterized 
by her.^^“ In the fourth tradition, not attested before the second centuiy au, but 
vigorously thereafter, Ericthonius was an anguipede like Cecrops.*^"' 


LIMC Aglauros 18 = Athena 480 = Erechtheus 36 = Reeder 1995b no. 69; cf. Kron 1988: 946. 
lAMC Erechtheus 31 = Erysichthon II 2 (c.390-380 uc) gives us a Cecropid sitting witli a closed round 
basket of the same sort; for interesting observations on the patterning ol this basket and that ol the 
fragment LIMC Erechtheus 30, see Oakley 1982. LIMC Erechtheus 45 is misleadingly headed 
‘Erichthonius between snakes?’, for, as the commentary ad loc. makes clear, the image in question is 
one of those in which a head of Medea (identified in the legend!) appears between two snakes. 

Euripides Ion 16928, Amelesagoras FGrH 330 El. 

Phylarchus FGrH 81 E72 = Photius Lexicon s.v. oikouros ophis\ cf Gourmelen 2004: 342. 

Euripides /u;i 1427-31, "EpixOcuviov yc tov vnAai fufnjfiaTa. Discussion at Bodson 1978: 79-80, 
Gourmelen 2004: 125-41. 'I’hese references leave it unclear as to whether the pairs of serpents are worn, 
somehow connected, in the form of a single necklace or in the form of a pair ol separate bracelets. 1 he 
former possibility is encouraged by the tact that Ion’s mother, Greusa, is said to keep her deleterious 
drugs in a ‘golden necklace’ (998-1015), the latter by the discoveries of serpent-bracelets found in some 
children’s graves in the Ceramicus (Gourmelen 2004: 341, with evidence). At 1261-5 Creusa is accused, 
in her cruelty but with evident dramatic irony, of herself being the child of a viper {echidna) oi a 
drakon. 

Pausanias 1. 18. 2, 1. 24. 5-7 {LIMC Erechtheus 46), Philostratus Apollonius 1. 24; Hyginus 
Astronomica 2. 13. 

Ovid Metamorphoses 2. 561; Probus on Virgil Georgies 1. 244; y\pollodorus Bibliotheca 3. 14. 6, 
Augustine City of God 18.12 repeats Apollodorus’ detail of the (single) serpent coiling around the baby. 

Hyginus Fabulae 166 (itiferioreni partem draconis habuit), Astronomica 2. 13 Seivius on Viigil 
Georgies 3. 113 {puer draconteis pedibus), Nonnus Dionysiaca 41. 58-64 ( E.rectheus described as an 
anguipede and explicitly paralleled with Gecrops in this), Eulgentius Mitologiae 2. 11 (where the phrase 
cum draconteis pedibus is excised as an interpolation by Helm), Eirst Vatican Mythographer 2. 26 
(draconteis pedibus), schol. Plato Timaeus 23e {BpaKovroTTovc), Etymologicum Magnum s.v hpexO^vc 
{SpaKovTOTTovc). Kroii 1988: 925, 947 considers that the late tradition has simply confused l-ricthonius 
with Gecrops. 
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Fig. 7.4. A serpent-guard of Ericthonius, or perhaps Ericthonius himself in the form of a 
serpent, emerges from his chest to pursue an inquisitive Cecropid, restrained by Athene. 
Attic red-figure lekythos, c.470-450 lic. LIMC Aglauros 19. Antikenmuseum Basel und 
Sammlung Ludwig inv. BS 404. 

Photo: Andreas Voegclin, 


On an Attic red-figure vase of c.480 bc the Cecropids are chased by a superb 
bearded serpent.^'^* We may compare the particularly fine Cecropid punishment 
scene of c.430 bc that shows a single, keen serpent emerging from the thrown- 
down basket to commence its pursuit of a fleeing Cecropid (Fig. 7.4).Is the 
serpent in these cases already to be read as the pure-dra/cdn Ericthonius himself, 
or as a sole dra/cd?7-guardian for the unseen but humanoid Ericthonius? Given 
that one would have expected painters to include the all-important Ericthonius in 
some form in such scenes, and given that the sole-dra/cdn-guardian variant is not 
otherwise attested before Ovid, the presumption should be that they do indeed 
represent a tpnre-drakdn Ericthonius.*'^^’ Indeed the notion of a sole drakon- 
guardian should probably be understood as derivative of the \iuve-drakdn Erictho¬ 
nius variant, in which, inevitably, there was a single drakon as opposed to two. The 
tpuve-drakdn Ericthonius may appear in later art too. A third-century au Roman 
relief of Hephaestus’ pursuit of Athene places a serpent on the ground beneath the 


‘ L/MC Kekrops 13 = Aglauros, Herse, Pandrosos 15 = Erysichthon ii 1 = Gounnelen 2004: fig. 5. 
* As in the case of LIMC Aglauros 19 = Reeder 1995/? no. 66 (c.430 nc); discussion at Oakley 1982: 
222. A late 5th-century bc loutrophoros fragment, LIMC Erechtheus 32, preserves baby Ericthonius 
and a single rampant snake, though it may once have had a partner. 

' Bodson 1978: 81-3 holds that Ericthonius was originally a pure drnkofi in form. 
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pursuing Hephaestus’ outstretched arm, the gesture of which it mirrors in its 
rampant state. I’his seems to be a proleptic image of the Ericthonius about to be 
sired. 

Scenes of Ericthonius’ actual birth, in which he is handed up to Athene by Ge as 
she emerges from the ground, are first attested from c.500 bc. In these he is always 
in the form of a humanoid baby, never a serpent.‘ Perhaps there was a sometime 
notion that baby Ericthonius transformed himself into a serpent once enclosed 
inside the chest. We recall that the beneficent figure of Sosipolis signally trans¬ 
formed himself from a baby into a serpent in plain view (Ch. 

The Atthidographer Androtion explained Erectheus' earthborn status in a rather 
different and seemingly less patriotic way: he was one of the Theban Spartoi, sown 
from the teeth of the Serpent of Ares.^ ‘^^ But at any rate this explanation could 
easily account for an anguiform nature. 


Cychreus 

The curious Cychreus appears in three guises: as the keeper of a destructive 
drakon, as a drakon himself, and as the slayer of a drakon}'^^ In combining the 
latter two qualities he somewhat resembles Cadmus. 

The earliest datable text of any substance to bear on Cychreus is a Hesiodic 
fragment preserved by Strabo. This tells that Cychreus reared the ‘Cychreides 
snake {ophisY that destroyed the island of Salamis and was expelled by Eurylo- 
chus, whereupon Demeter received it at Eleusis where it became her servant 
{amphipolos). Hesiod may already have told, as Strabo does, that Cychreia was a 
former name for Salamis as a whole. This is a puzzling text. Since ‘Cychreides’ 
means ‘son of Cychreus,’ it is tempting to think that the snake so named was 
precisely that, though Strabo’s phraseology seems odd if that was in fact the case. 
Stephanus of Byzantium subsequently preserves a rationalized account of 


LIMC Hrcchtheiis 28, with Kron 1988 ad loc. 'the image reconfigures many of the elements 
found in a mid fourth-century «c illustration of the competition between Atliene and Poseidon in 
which a serpent crawls up Athene’s olive tree {LIMC Kekrops 26 = Aglauros, Herse, Pandrosos 38 = 
Athena 453 = Attike 2 = Gourmelen 2004: fig. 8). However this serpent is more likely to be the oikouros 
aphis (for which see Ch. 10), since it supposedly dwelled in the Erectheum alongside the sacred olive. 
For Gourmelen 2004: 346-7 the distinction is a false one, for he holds that Ericthonius and the oikouros 
ophis were one and the same. 

LIMC Erechtheus 1-27. 'I'here may be a trace of snake on the damaged birth scene at LIMC 
Erechtheus 22 (c.470 bc). If so, it may have coiled round the trunk of Athene’s olive tree, visible in the 
background, and therefore have represented the oikouros ophis; see Kron 1988: 945-6 and ad loc. 

Pausanias 6. 20. 

' Androtion LGrLI 324 1'37 = 'Izetzes Schol. on Lycophron Alexandra 495. 

* Principal texts: Hesiod l-'226 MW, Euphorion F30 Powell = 32 Lightfoot, Lycophron Alexandra 
110-14, Diodorus 4. 72. 4, Strabo C393, Plutarch Solon 9, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 3. 12. 7, Pausanias 
1. 36. 1, Stephanus of Byzantium s.v. Kvxpcloc vrayoc, Tzetzes on Lycophron Alexandra 110, 175, 451, 
Eustathius Commentary on Dionysius Periegetes 506-7 (at C. F. W. Muller 1855-82: ii. 314). Discus¬ 
sions: Harrison 1912: 286-8, Delcourt 1955, Kearns 1989: 180, Gourmelen 2004: 401-3. 

As noted by Vian 1963: 123 and Gourmelen 2004: 401-3. 

' ‘ ^ Flesiod F226 Merkelbach/West, apud Strabo C393. See Delcourt 1955: 134 lor Demeter’s receipt 
of the serpent. 
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Cychreus with some affinities to the Hesiodic material. He explains that the hill of 
Cychreiis in Salamis (and also the island itself, in its byname of Cychreia) was 
named for a man, Cychreus, who was called a snake (ophis) because of the 
roughness of his ways. Again he destroyed the land, Eurylochus drove him out, 
and he became an attendant to Demeter at Eleusis. In strongly resembling the 
rationalizations of drakon-myths considered above (Ch. 4) this account implies 
the existence of an earlier tale in which Cychreus himself was plainly and simply a 
snake. In assimilating Cychreus to the brigand Sciron with whom his tradition 
often pairs him, the account reminds us also of the rationalization of the Delphic 
Python into a local brigand, Pythes.^"*'^ 

Compatibly with this, the second-century ad Pausanias gives us a tale that does 
indeed make Cychreus himself into a serpent. After mentioning Themistocles’ 
victory trophy for the Battle of Salamis on the island, he notes, ‘And there is a 
sanctuaiy of Cychreus. It is said that a drakon appeared amongst {en) the ships 
when the Athenians were fighting their sea battle against the Persians. The god 
prophesied to the Athenians that the hero was Cychreus.Despite its late 
attestation, one imagines that this tale was attached to a sanctuary founded shortly 
after the battle of Salamis in 480 bc, and therefore that it probably originated at 
that time and was sponsored by Themistocles. This raises an intriguing possi¬ 
bility when we bear in mind Plutarch’s account of the disappearance of the 
oikouros ophis (which will be discussed in its own right in Ch. 10). He tells that 
Themistocles explained the disappearance by contending that the goddess had 
abandoned the city as she guided the Athenians towards the sea, before going on 
to speak of the famous ‘wooden walls’ oracle. An underlying tale seems to lurk 
here in which there was some sort of correspondence between the drakon that 
disappeared from the doomed Acropolis and the one that appeared amongst the 
ships at Salamis, all in validation of Themistocles’ strategy. An image of Cychreus 
may survive in relation to the Salamis episode. Imperial-period Athenian coins 


Stephanus of Byzantium s.v. Kvxp^loc Trdyoc. The brigand notion is repeated (amongst other 
material) at Izetzes on Lycopliron Alexandra 451 and Puistathius Commeniary on Dionysius Periegeies 
507. Cychreus is associated directly or indirectly with Sciron via Athene Sciras, the Scirophoria and 
cape Sciradion. d’he brigand Sciron, son-in-law to Cychreus, inhabited the Scironian rocks on the 
Megarian coast opposite Salamis. He compelled passers-by to wash his feet on his cliff-top, and as they 
did so he kicked them over the side into the sea below, where they were devoured by a giant turtle, or a 
monster called Chelone, the Turtle. His reign of terror ended when Theseus picked him up by his feet 
and threw him into the sea in turn. See: Bacchylides 18. 24-5, Diodorus Siculus 4. 59. 4), Strabo C393, 
Ovid Metamorphoses 7. 443-7, Plutarch 'I'heseus 10, Apollodorus Epitome 3. 12. 6 {vncpi-LeydOci 
XeXoji'rj), Pausanias 1.44. 6-9, Hyginus Eabulae 38, schol. Huripides Andromache 687, schol. Euripides 
Ilippolytus 979, schol. Lucian Jupiter 'I'ragoedus 21, Suda, and Photius s.v. Cidpoc, Laclantius Placidus 
on Statius Thebaid 1. 333, Eirst Vatican Mythographer 2. 65 and Second Vatican Mythographer 150, 
I'ustalhius Commentary on Dionysius Periegetes 507. Pythes: Pausanias 10. 6. 5-7. 

Pausanias 1. 36. 1. 

Gourmelen 2004: 401 suggests that Aeschylus’ reference to ‘Cychrean shores’ at Persae 570 
already expresses awareness of this tale; perhaps so, though it is also possible that ‘Cychrean’ was 
already being used as a mere soubriquet for ‘Salaminian’: cf. Euphorion E30 Powell = 32 Lightfoot 
(‘as Euphorion says in his Hippomedon: for such was/is Cychreus in sandy Salamis’), Strabo C393 
(‘Cychreia’ as a soubriquet for Salamis), Stephanus of Byzantium s.v. Kvxpetoc ndyoc, incorporating 
Sophocles Teucer E579 Pearson/7'GVF, Eustathius Commentary on Dionysius Periegetes 506-7. cf. 
Delcourt 1955: 138. 

' Plutarch Themistocles 10. 
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still celebrate Themistocles’ victory: they show a prow carrying a trophy-monu¬ 
ment, sometimes also a soldier, accompanied by an Athenian owl and a ser¬ 
pent.In Paiisanias’ tale at any rate Cychreus appears as a protective hero for the 
land of Salamis. He is cast in this light too in Plutarch’s Solon, where Solon is told 
that, to capture Salamis from the Megarians, he must sacrifice to two heroes who 
once lived on Salamis and are now buried there, Cychreus and Periphemus.’'*'^ 

The second-century bc Lycophronian Alexandra refers to Salamis, with char¬ 
acteristic obscurity, as ‘the drakons island of Acte, the sceptred land of the 
double-formed (diphyes) earthborn one.’ The author curiously merges Cychreus 
with Cecrops, as Tzetzes partly understood. This may license the apparent but 
admittedly awkward merging between Cychreus and the oikouros ophis in the 
Themistocles tradition. The identification of Cychreus with Cecrops may also hint 
that Cychreus too was capable of manifesting himself as an anguipede. 

A fragment of the third-century bc Euphorion preserved by Tzetzes offers a tale 
in which Cychreus, far from being a drakon, was a dra/cdn-slayer. The son of 
Poseidon and Salamis, he killed a drakon and (presumably thereby) acquired the 
kingship of Salamis.This version is subsequently adopted by Diodorus, who 
speaks of Cychreus killing a snake (ophis) of overweening size that was destroying 
the locals, and also by Apollodorus.^^“ 


Lysander 

The imagery of Athens’ patron serpents may, intriguingly, have been appropriated 
by Sparta and turned against her. A series of coins bearing, on the obverse, fine 
images of baby Heracles throttling the pair of serpents sent against him by Hera 
(see Ch. 1) with the legend CYN (for cvixjjLaxia, ‘alliance’?) and, on the reverse, 
the various emblems of the cities of Byzantium, Cyzicus, Lampsacus, Ephesus, 
Samos, lasus, Cnidus, and Rhodes, has been associated with the rebel alliance 
assembled against the Athenian empire by Lysander in 405-404 bc. If correctly, 
then the figure of Heracles may salute Lysander’s Heraclid ancestry, and the 
drakontes the various protective drakontes of Athens. This chimes in with the 
fourth-century Ion of Samos’ Delphic epigram: ‘Lysander dedicated his own 
image upon this monument, when he destroyed the power of the Cecropids, 
conquering them with swift ships, garlanding unsacked Sparta, the acropolis of 
Greece, his homeland of beautiful dances.’ But Athens, it seems, contrived to 
reappropriate her drakontes in due course, if only after Lysander s death. For 
Plutarch twice tells that Lysander was given an oracle bidding him beware the 
‘sounding hoplite and the tricky drakon, son of the earth, coming after . Whether 
the oracle originated with Lysander or with Athens, the description of the drakon 


I. N. Svomnos 1923 pi. 19 nos. 1-31; cf. Dclcourl 1955: 136-7. 

Plutarch Solon 9; cf. Delcourt 1955: 130-1. 

Lycophron Alexandra 110-14, with Tzetzes on 110-11 and 451; cf. Delcourt 1955: 137. 
Euphorion E30 Powell = 32 Lightfoot = Tzetzes on Lycophron Alexandra 110; cf. also the 
commentaries on lines 175 and 451, where Tzetzes (again after Euphorion?) tells us that Cychreus also 
had the byname Anaxiphos, perhaps construable as ‘Up-Sword’: did he kill the snake with a sword? 
Diodorus 4. 72. 4 (otfnv uTre/x/^in; to fieyeOoc), Apollodorus Bibliotheca 3. 12. 7. 
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as 'son of earth’ seems particularly suggestive of Athens’ anguiform heroes. The 
oracle was supposedly fulfilled when Lysander was killed beside a sounding stream 
near Haliartus called Hoplite, by one Neochorus, who bore a drakon blazon on 
his shield (cf. Ch. 6 for the partial identification of warriors with their drakon 
blazons). 


CONCLUSION 

A three-way bond obtained between the drakon, the earth, and the dead, the 
heroic dead in particular. Attica, always proud of the supposedly autochthonous 
origin of its people, contrived to celebrate no less than three anguiform heroes in 
Cecrops, Ericthonius, and Cychreus, and probably a fourth one too lurks behind 
the traditions relating to the lawgiver Dracon. Quite compatible with the profiles 
of this variety of protective anguiform hero are the profiles of the benignly 
protective anguiform gods that seemingly rose together at the end of the fifth 
century bc, those who presided over a family’s wealth and plenty and those who 
presided over health. It is to these that the next three chapters are principally 
devoted. 


See Karwiese 1980 esp. 14-15, with the coins illustrated at pi. 2. Lysander as a Heraclid: Plutarch 
Lysander 2. 1. Ion’s epigram at Diehl 1949-52: i. 87. The oracle at Plutarch Lysander 29, Moralia 408a-b. 
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In this and the following chapter we turn to the well-defined syndrome of the 
kindly anguiform deities of Greece and Rome, first the sponsors of wealth and 
good luck, then the sponsors of health. No extant ancient text can be said to 
explain lucidly and authoritatively the general relationship between the anguiform 
gods and their serpent imageiy (whether they appear simply in the form of a 
serpent or in human form accompanied by a serpent) or, where relevant, their 
sacred serpents. But if we imagine that we have been deprived of valuable 
explanatory keys in the course of the random destruction of Classical literature, 
we almost certainly delude ourselves. For, images aside, vast numbers of extant 
texts of all kinds do indeed speak of the anguiforms and their serpents, and so we 
must assume that whatever the ancients did say to themselves, they also say to us. 
If ambiguities and ambivalences remain, as they surely do, then they are them¬ 
selves significant: they testify to decisions the ancients refused to take, differenti¬ 
ations they declined to make, and to the embrace of an open and expansive field of 
symbolism.’ 


THE 420s BC AND THE RISE OF THE ANGUIFORMS 

Whilst most of the anguiform gods are attested prior to the 420s bc, some of them 
long prior, they seemingly only emerge as anguiforms in our evidence in the last 
quarter of the fifth century bc, and in something of a phalanx as such, as Table 8.1, 
anticipating the discussions below, indicates. 

Does this emergence genuinely reflect a rapid and productive religious revolu¬ 
tion in the 420s, or is it a function of the sort of evidence available to us? On the 
literary side, it is true that we only have fully extant Aristophanes plays from 425 
BC (Acharnians), but we have many comic fragments of older vintage, and there is 
no obvious reason the anguiform nature of these deities should not have been 
alluded to in the other and earlier genres of literature that have cause to mention 


* A vestigial attempt to articulate the problem ot the relationship between the serpent and the god is 
made by Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 94-5, who ask in connection with Zeus Meilichios 
whether his serpents are his avatars or fomiliars. Both concepts can be useful, but it is curious that 
Jameson et al. exclude without pause the notion that the serpent might simply be the god, evidently 
preferring to find the god’s true form manifest exclusively in his relatively rare humanoid 
representations. 
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Table 8.1. The anguiforrn gods and their first attestation 


Deity 

First attestation as anguiform or 
dru/con-related 

First general attestation 

I’rophonius 

423 BC (Aristophanes Clouds) or earlier 
(Cratinus, before 422 bc) 

6th cent, bc {Homeric Hymn to 
Apollo); C.560 bc, as oracular god 
(Herodotus) 

Asclepius 

C.420 BC (Telemachus inscription, 
Istanbul relieO 

7th cent, bc (Homer) 

Plygieia 

c.420 BC (Istanbul relief) 

before 460 bc (Micythus statue)? 

Amphiaraus 

414 BC (Aristophanes Amphiaraus) 

C.600 BC (Stesichorus, Hesiodic 
Catalogue of Women); c.560 bc, as 
oracular god (Herodotus) 

Zeus Meilichios 

C.400 BC (Attic reliefs); possibly earlier 
within 6th-5th cent, bc (Pellana snake) 

possibly 632 bc (Thucydides); 
certainly late 6th cent, bc (Selinus) 

Zeus Philios 

early 4th cent, bc (Attic reliefs) 

early 4th cent, bc (Lysicrates, 
Polyclitus) 

Agathos Daimon 

perhaps later 4th cent, (implicit in Attic 
reliefs); certainly c.300 bc (Alexandrian 
foundation myth) 

424 BC (Aristophanes Knights) 

Zeus Ktesios 

3rd centuiy bc (Thespiae relief) 

466 or 463 bc (Aeschylus Suppliants) 


them anyway, such as Homeric, Hesiodic, and lyric texts. On the iconographic 
side there is no reason occasional anguiforrn-god reliefs should not have survived 
from before the 420s bc, had they been made in the first place. So we must 
conclude that even if the anguiforrn nature of these deities was known prior to the 
420s BC, as in some cases it probably was, nonetheless this decade witnessed an 
upsurge and expansion in their active representation as anguiform. In the all- 
important Attica this may have been associated with the more general upsurge in 
popularity and visibility at least of Asclepius, imported into the city in 422 bc, and 
of Amphiaraus, for whom a smart new sanctuary was developed on a greenfield 
site on the Attic-Boeotian border in c:.420 bc. 


ZEUS MEILICHIOS 

riiLicydides refers to Zeus Meilichios’ Athenian festival, the Diasia, as being 
celebrated already in 632 bc at the time of Cylon’s attempted coup, perhaps 
erroneously.^ He was certainly flourishing by the end of the sixth century bc, 
when his name was inscribed on boundary stones at Selinus and Croton, aniconic 


I hucydides 1. 126. 6, Note the late 2nd-century bc Apollonius of Acharnae’s distinction between 
the Diasia and the festival of Meilichios, FGrH 365 PS. Principal texts and epigraphy: Jameson, Jordan, 
and Kotansky 1993: 81-91. Principal iconography: Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1091-160, Mitropoulou 1977: 
112-55, Lalonde 2006. Discussions: Poucart 1883, Plofer and Drexler 1894-7, Kiister 1913: 104-7, 
Harrison 1912: 325-31, 1922: 13-28, Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1091-160, Sjovall 1931: 75-84, Deubner 
1932: 155-8, Plister 1932, Nilsson 1938: 162-5, 1967-74: i. 411-14, Picard 1942-3, Manni Piraino 
1970, Graf 1974. Mitropoulou 1977: 112-55, Vetters 1978, Schachter 1981-94: iii. 96, 123, 152, 
Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 81-103, 132-41, Scullion 1994, Bonnechere 2003: 323-4, Parker 
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representations of the god/^ He seems to have been worshipped primarily in 
sacred spaces set aside for him, which could be indicated by such stones or by 
inscriptions on bedrock/^ Only from the third century nc do we begin to hear of 
the more elaborate shrines or temples for him that the term Meilichi(ei)on seems 
to imply.^ 

The earliest evidence to bear upon the god’s form derives from the late fifth 
century bc and from the first salutes his serpent affinities. Pausanias’ refers in 
passing to a seated humanoid statue of him at Argos made by Polyclitus, whose 
floruit was c.460-410 bc. Burton and others have found the work illustrated in a 
series of Roman coins with a seated Zeus holding a phiale. The phiale invites the 
supposition that a serpent lurked to drink from it, whether or not actually 
illustrated in the statue, on the analogy of the iconography of the Spartan hero 
reliefs (Ch. 7) and of Asclepius and Hygieia (Ch. 9). And in this case the statue 
would broadly have anticipated the images from the following century of a seated 
humanoid Zeus Meilichios with a phiale or indeed with a serpent coiling alongside 
his throne.^’ More direct early evidence for Zeus Meilichios’ serpent affinities is 
offered by a pair of small bronze votive snakes from Achaean Pellana, one of 
which is inscribed with the phrase, ‘I am sacred to the Meilichios at Pellana. 
Unfortunately, the snakes cannot be dated in themselves more precisely than to 
the sixth or fifth centuries bc. Given the want of evidence for Zeus Meilichios’ 
serpent affinities prior to the Polyclitan image, or otherwise c.400 bc, a date close 
to the end of the period seems likeliest.^ 

With the arrival of the fourth century bc comes an avalanche of glorious 
iconographic evidence for the anguiform Zeus Meilichios, the most important 
of it from Attica. The Attic material across the board suggests that the god was 
imagined primarily in the form of a serpent (Fig. 8.1) and simultaneously but 
secondarily in humanoid form. From the Piraeus shrine near Zea and Mounychia 
hail a series of ten votive relief stelae or fragments thereof, all from the fourth 
century bc, bar one from the third. Eight of these depict a giant, rampant, coiling, 
kindly serpent, resplendent with beard and crest, whilst carrying an inscription 
that supplies the dedication to Zeus Meilichios and the names of the dedicators, 
who are themselves sometimes also illustrated in the act of approaching and 


2005: 424-5, Riethmiiller 2005; ii. 26-8, 31, 35, Lalonde 2006 (NB 103-20 for a most helpful catalogue 
of the Athenian evidence), Larson 2007: 21-3. 

Sixth-century stones from Selinus: Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 90 Selinous (a)-(c) 
(references in this form refer to the catalogue of Zeus Meilichios testimonia at Jameson, Jordan, and 
Kotansky 1993: 81-91); see pis. 10-11 for images of the stones. 

Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 93-4 and Lalonde passim. 

^ Meilichion, Orchomenus, late 3rd century lu:: CIG 1 no. 1568 = Syll.^ no. 994 = Jameson, Joidan, 
and Kotansky 1993: 84 Orchomenos. Femple of Zeus Meilichios (in Oscan inscription, luvets Mcci- 
kiieis) Pompeii, c.200 bc: Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1158 n. 7 = Buck 1904: 239-40 no. 3. 1 emple shared with 
Hnodia (Hecate), Larisa, 2nd century ad: IG ix.2 578; Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1115, Mitropoulou 1977; 151, 
Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 85 Larisa. Lato (Crete), imperial period: /. Crct. 1. xvi 29. 3-5. 
Meilichieion, Alaisa (Halaesa, Sicily), HellenivStic: Cook 1914-40; ii. 2, 1158 = UG iii no. 5594. 

Pausanias 2. 20. 1-2; cf. Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1143, Burton 2010. 

^ 'Hie inscribed snake; Antiquarium Berlin 30021; Neugebauer 1922; 76 no. 25; Mitropoulou 1977; 
148 no. 41; Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 Achaia. The uninscribed snake: Olympia Museum 
1986; Mitropoulou 1977: 148 no. 42. 
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worshipping the serpent.^ The vignette of the giant, rampant, coiling, kindly 
serpent manifesting himself in this fashion before his worshippers strongly antici¬ 
pates Ovid’s description of the gracious manifestation of Asclepius in serpent 
form before the Roman ambassadors at Epidaurus (Ch. 9)/'^ Two other votivQ 
reliefs from the Piraeus give us Zeus Meilichios in the form of a seated, bearded 
man. The men hold a phiale in one hand (cf. the Polyclitan statue), and a 
cornucopia or a sceptre in the other, and are approached by a group of worship¬ 
pers. The agora yields a similar pattern of evidence. In seven relief stelae of the 
fourth to the second centuries bc the god is shown as a giant serpent, bearded, 
rampant and coiling.In a single relief dating from c.325-300 bc, he is shown 

” Conforming to this broad pattern are: 

1. A bearded snake in a simple, elegant coil, ‘Heraclides (?), to the god’, earlier 4th century bc; 
Athens, National Museum 1434; IG ir 4621; Harrison 1922; 20 fig. 4; Mitropoulou 1977: 125-6 
no. 17 and fig. 56; Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 after t bis; Lalonde 2006: 115-16 (ZM? 
37). Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 83 suggest the image may rather represent Zeus 
Philios, for no good reason I can divine. 

2. A snake, no inscription preserved; IG ii“ 4622; Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 after t bis. 
Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 83 again suggest the image may rather represent Zeus 
Philios. 

3. A well-preserved elaborately coiling bearded snake, "Po Zeus Meilichios’, 4th century bc; 
Staatliche Museum, Berlin 722; IG ir 4620 = 4847; Harrison 1922: 18 fig.l; Cook 1914-40: 
ii. 1108 fig. 944; Mitropoulou 1977: 129 no. 21; Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 Attica (t = t 
bis); Lalonde 2006; 115 (ZM35); Larson 2007: 23 fig. 2.2. 

4. A woman and two men worshippers approach a giant snake, no inscription, but found alongside 
the above, 4th century bc; Berlin, Staatliche Museum 723; Harrison 1922: 19 fig. 2; Mitropoulou 
1977: 129-30; Lalonde 2006: 116 (ZM?39). 

5. A fragment of a rippling snake; ‘Hedistion to Zeus Milichios’, 4th century bc; IG ii“ 4617; 
Mitropoulou 1977: 127-8 no. 19 and fig. 57; Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 Attica (q). 

6. A large snake on a low platform, to whom a small worshipper offers a phiale or cake, ‘Asclepiades 
son of Asclepiodorus to Zeus Meilichios’, 4th century bc; Paris, Louvre 1430; IG ir 4619; 
Mitropoulou 1977: 128-9 no. 20 and fig. 58; Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 Attica (s); 
Lalonde 2006; 115 (ZM34). 

7. A snake approached by a male worshipper with outstretched hand, ‘To... Meilichios’, 
3rd century bc; Mitropoulou 1977: 130-1 no. 23 and fig. 59. 

8. An elongated snake stretches from below ground level upwards between two worshippers (one 
male, one female?) and over their heads, no inscription, earlier 3rd century bc; Athens, National 
Museum 2770; Mitropoulou 1977: 138-9 no. 30 and fig. 63. 

^ Ovid Metamorphoses 15. 622-744. 

Thus: 

1. Seated, bearded man holds horn and phiale, approached by six worshippers, including a boy 
holding a pig, ‘... tobole to Zeus Milichios’; IG ir 4569; Cook 1914-40: ii. 1106 fig. 943; 
Mitropoulou 1977: 124 no. 15; Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 Attica (p); Lalonde 2006: 
114 (ZM31). 

2. Seated, bearded man holds sceptre and phiale, approached by man, woman, and boy worship¬ 
pers, ‘Aristarche to Zeus Milichios’; IG ir 4618; Cook 1914-40: ii. 1106 fig. 942; Mitropoulou 
1977: 126-7 no. 18; Jameson Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 Attica (r); Lalonde 2006: 114 (ZM33). 

" Thus: 

1. Traces of a coiled snake, ‘... ios to Zeus Milichios’, 4th century bc; Agora Museum 1 2778; 
Mitropoulou 1977: 118-19 no. 9; Lalonde 2006; 105 (ZM7). 
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rather as a seated, bearded man holding a staff and approached by a lone 
worshipper; here however, an attendant snake coils elaborately beneath his throne 
to remind us of his other form.^^ Seven further relief-stelae images of Zeus 
Meilichios derive from other or from unknown find-spots in Athens and Attica 
and are thought to date to the fourth or third centuries bc, and the balance of their 
evidence is the same once again. Five conform to the broad pattern of a giant, 
bearded, rampant, coiling, snake approached by worshippers.Of particular 
interest is an unpublished and undated relief from Sounion with an inscription 
to Zeus Meilichios illustrated with a pair of snakes.A single fourth-century bc 

2. A man worships a giant bearded snake, ‘Olympus to Zeus Milichios’, c.330 hc; Agora Museum 
I 2201; Raubitschek 1943: 49-50 no. 9; Mitropoulou 1977: 115-16 no. 6 and tig. 49; Jameson, 
Jordan and Kotansky 1993 Attica (h) and pi. 9; Lalonde 2006: 104 (ZM3) and fig. 28. 

3. A man and a woman worship a (lost) snake, ‘Aristo... and Philaco dedicated this to 
Zeus Mylichios’, 3rd century bc; Agora Museum I 3688; SEG 21.790 = 51.10; Mitropoulou 
1977: 116-17 no. 7 and fig. 50; Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 Attica (i). 

4. (Lost) people worship a snake, ‘Theod... to Zeus Milichios’, 2nd centuiy bc; SEG 12. 167; Merit! 
1952: 377-8 no. 33; Mitropoulou 1977: 117-18 no. 8 and fig. 51; Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 
1993 Attica (j); Lalonde 2006: 104-5 (ZM4). 

5. A fragment with the head of a bearded snake, no preserved inscription, ascribed to Zeus 
Meilichios in the light of the find-spot; Agora Museum S 1238; Mitropoulou 1977: 119-20 
no. 10 and fig. 52; Lalonde 2006: 105 (ZM?8). 

6. A fragment with a bearded, coiled snake, no preserved inscription, ascribed to Zeus Meilichios in 
the light of the find-spot; Agora Museum S 1285; Mitropoulou 1977: 119-20 no. 11 and fig. 53; 
Lalonde 2006: 106 (ZM?9). 

7. A fragment with the central part of coiled snake, no preseiwed inscription, ascribed to Zeus 
Meilichios in the light of the find-spot; Agora Museum S 1514; Mitropoulou 1977: 119-21 
no. 1 la and fig. 53a; Lalonde 2006: 106 (ZM?10). 

Lalonde 2006 contends that the bulk of the agora stelai derive from a shrine of Zeus Meilichios on the 
Hill of the Nymphs; the shrine is only tied to (any kind of) Zeus by a pair of rock-cut boundary 
inscriptions, ‘boundary of Zeus’. 

Agora Museum S 593; Mitropoulou 1977: 121-2 no. 12 and fig. 54; Lalonde 2006: 106 (ZM?11). 
Were it not for the find-spot, we would think the subject Asclepius. 

Thus: 

1. Large upward coiling snake approached by a male worshipper, no preserved inscription, mid 
4th century bc, Athens; Atliens, National Museum 2369; Mitropoulou 1977:140-1 no. 32 and fig. 65. 

2. Three people worship giant, bearded, upward coiling snake, a superb image, ‘Aristomenes to 
Zeus Milichios’, late 4th century bc, Attica; Athens, National Museum 3329; Mitropoulou 1977: 
112-13 no. 1 and fig. 48a; Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 Attica (n); Lalonde 2006: 119 
(ZM50). 

3. Very large coiling snake approached by two worshippers, no preserved inscription, late 
4th century bc Attica (?); Athens, National Museum (serial no. unknown); Mitropoulou 1977: 
139-41 no. 31 and fig. 64. 

4. Upward coiling bearded snake, ‘Hedea to Zeus Milichios’, 4th centuiy bc, Athens, shrine of 
Nymphe, south side of the Acropolis; SEG 17.87; Daux 1958: 366-7; Meliades 1958: 9; Mitropoulou 
1977: 13 no. 2; Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 Attica (m); Liilonde 2006: 107 (ZM13). 

5. Snake approached by two female worshippers, ‘Cratesion to Meilichios’, date unstated, Athens, 
south of the Olympieion; Mitropoulou 1977: 115 no. 5; Lalonde 2006: 111 (ZM24). 

Welter 1925: 314; Mitropoulou 1977: 123-4 no. 14; Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 
Attica (u); Riethmiiller 2005: ii. 40; Lalonde 2006: 119 (ZM?52). The relief is probably in Athens, 
National Museum. 
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Fig. 8.1. Zeus Meilichios is approached by grateful devotees. 

Inscription: ‘Aristomenes to Zeus Meilichios’. Attic, relief stele, late 4th century bc;, Attica; Athens, National Museum 
3329. Redrawn by l’’riko Ogden. 


relief from Amaroiission, with traces of a Zeus Meilichios inscription, gives us 
rather just a seated, bearded man with a staff approached by worshipper.*^ 

The most important set of Zeus Meilichios images to survive from outside 
Attica hail from the Trophonion at Lebadeia, and date from c.225-170 bc. The set 
consists of five cippi or small oblong pillars that were subsequently built into the 
Byzantine walls around the spring of Hercyna. They all carry dedications by 
named individuals to Zeus Meilichios, though his name appears in different 
variants: Meilichios tout court, Zeus Meilichios, Daimon Milichios, and Demon 
Meilichios (twice). The structure of the pillars, with their omphalos-tops, salutes 
aniconic Meilichios stones but is also strongly phallic. Two of the pillars carry the 
side-projections typical of herms and are decorated with images of (unerect) male 


15 


Athens, National Museum 2356; Mitropoulou 1977: 122-13 no. 13 and fig. 55. 
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genitals, pubic hair and all. On another two of the pillars a small snake winds in 
place of the genitals. At some level, it seems, serpent is being aligned with 
phallus. The anguiform Zeus Meilichios was also known elsewhere in third- 
century BC Boeotia, Anthedon: a relief stele dedicated to him there is decorated 
with an image of a coiled serpent tout court 

Brief mention may be made of some important fourth- or third-century bc 
Zeus Meilichios reliefs from further afield. Important examples from Ephesus and 
Corfu show a humanoid and Asclepian Zeus Meilichios attended by snakes. In the 
Ephesian relief we find a seated, bearded man with staff, before whom stands a 
rampant snake. Both face a worshipper whose arm alone survives but whose 
legend continues to read, 'Demagorais daughter of Hestiaios to Zeus Milichios’.^^ 
In the Corfu relief (possibly Attic in origin) a humanoid god sits on rock flanked 
by a pair of snakes, and is approached by a lady worshipper, with the legend 
‘Hegeso to Zeus Meilichios’.From Cos hails an anomalous sole-shaped relief 
without inscription. In the lower of its two registers we have the familiar image of 
rampant snake approached by a worshipper. The snake’s head penetrates into the 
upper register, which appears to show a hero banquet.“° 

There was ever a strong tendency for anguiform gods to manifest themselves in 
male-female pairs: Asclepius with his daughter Hygieia, Trophonius with 
Hercyna, Agathos Daimon with Agathe Tyche, and possibly Cadmus with his 
Harmonia.^^ Zeus Meilichios too occasionally found himself on the one hand in a 
serpent pair and on the other with a female partner, though we cannot formally 
marry these two fields of evidence.““ The unpublished relief from Sounion carries 
a dedication to Zeus Meilichios and the image of a pair of serpents. The Corfu 
relief gives us a humanoid Zeus Meilichios flanked by a pair of snakes.“‘^ Two 
unillustrated fourth-century bc votive plaques from Thespiae in Boeotia record 


Chaeronea Museum nos. 12-13, 15-16, 36; Jannoray 1940-1; 49-51 inv. 7, 12, 15-16 and figs. 5. 
1-5. 4; Mitropoulou 1977: 142-7 nos. 24, 35-8 and figs. 68-72; Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 
Lebadeia (a-e). Cf. the inscribed ‘Zeus Milichios’ herm from I'egea, Mitropoulou 1977: 147 no. 40. 
Discussion also at Bonnechere 2003: 323-4. 

Coiled snake, ‘Apollonios son of Caphisodotos to Zeus Meilichios’, 3rd century bc; Jardc and 
Laurent 1902: 324-5 no. 15; Mitropoulou 1977; 146 no. 39; Schachter 1981-94: iii. 96 n. 1; Jameson, 
Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 Anthedon. There hails also from Anthedon a large marble perirhanterion 
with a snake engraved on the inside, accompanied by another figure. Lukouri-'rolia 1986 identifies the 
serpent as Zeus Meilichios, with the other figure perhaps as Demeter; cl. Schachter 1981-94: iii. 96 n. 1; 
Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 85. This seems tenuous. 

Ephesus Museum (serial no. unknown); Mitropoulou 1977: 140-2 no. 33 and fig. 66; cf Vetters 

1978. 

Plassart 1926: 424 no. 3; Hausmann 1960; 94 fig. 57; Mitropoulou 1977: 136-7 no. 27; Jameson. 
Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 Kerkyra. 

Cos Museum 12; Mitropoulou 1977: 137-8 no. 29 and fig. 62. Mitropoulou develops a series of 
weakly founded speculations about the significance of the upper register, amongst the diners ot which 
she identifies Zeus {tout court) and Cybele. 

Elean Sosipolis too may have had a female associate in Eileithyia, with whom he shared his 
temple, though she can hardly have been a serpent (Pausanias 6. 20. 2-60; cf Ch. 5). 

““ Cf Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 97. 

Note also the 4th-century bc relief fragment from Sardis in which a pair ol'bearded serpents face 
each other across a phiale (?); Sardis Museum 70.7; Mitropoulou 1977; 140-3 no. 33a and fig. 67. 
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dedications to ‘Zeus Milichios and Miliche’.“‘^ A small iinillustrated votive altar 
dedicated in the first century ad at Hierapytna in Crete pairs Zeus Meilichios with 
Hera Meilichia.“^ 

A sometime family man himself, Zeus Meilichios specialized in bringing wealth 
and plenty to families. The cornucopia his humanoid manifestation holds in one 
of the Attic reliefs tells that he is a god that bestows wealth upon the household on 
the model of Zeus Ktesios (‘of Property’, of whom more anon).“^ And when 
Xenophon acquired some money he found the appropriate response was to make 
sacrifice to Zeus Meilichios ‘in the ancestral fashion’.“^ The reliefs often seem to 
speak of the domestic context of the benefits he bestows.“^ Amongst the fourth- 
century BC Piraeus dedications one relief shows a group of six worshippers, 
including a boy holding a pig, approaching a humanoid Zeus Meilichios. This 
no doubt represents a family group. The donors include a woman whose name 
ends in -tobole, surely the woman of the group.In another of them a woman 
and two men worshippers approach a giant, rampant, coiling snake.In a third a 
humanoid Zeus Meilichios is approached by worshippers consisting of a man, a 
woman, and a boy. The woman is surely the donor, who identifies herself as 
Aristarche.'^^ In a fourth uninscribed stele the giant snake rises up between a pair 
of worshippers who seem to be a man and a woman.And more generally the 
number of named women donors, -tobole and Aristarche aside, in relief dedica¬ 
tions to Zeus Meilichios is striking.^^ In line with the impression created by these 


IG vii. 1814, Plassart 1926: 422 no. 43 = Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 Thespiai a-b; cf. 
Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1151, Mitropoulou 1977: 151-2, Schachter 1981-94: iii. 152. Cook implausibly 
connects Zeus Meilichios’ cult at I'hespiae, for which this is the sole evidence, with the tale of 
Menestratus and the drakon. 

l.Cret. iii.14; Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 Hierapytna; Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1157, 
Mitropoulou 1977: 154. 

IG ii“ 4569; Cook ii. 2, 1105, Mitropoulou 1977: 124 no. 15; Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 
Attica (p). 

Xenophon Anabasis 7. 8. 1-6; Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 92, 95. The promotion of a 
household s fertility might be considered part and parcel of its general protection and the promotion of 
its wealth, but there is no categorical evidence for Zeus Meilichios as a fertility god as such. 4'he case for 
this depends principally on the contention that his sacred stones were generally intended to be phallic, 
but there is little reason for thinking this beyond the case of the Lebadeia set; cf. Jameson, Jordan, and 
Kotansky 1993: 99-100. 

Cf. Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 93, Lalonde 2006: 55-62. 

IG ii“ 4569; Cook 1914-40: ii. 1105-6 fig. 943 (drawing), Mitropoulou 1977: 124 no. 15; Jameson, 
Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 Attica (p). 

Berlin, Staatliche Museum 723; Mitropoulou 1977: 129-30 no. 22. 

IG ii“ 4618; Cook 1914-40: ii, 1106 fig. 942 (drawing); Mitropoulou 1977: 126-7 no. 18; Jameson, 
Jordan, and Kotanksy 1993 Attica (Lp). 

Athens, National Museum 2770; Mitropoulou 1977: 138-9 no. 30 and fig. 63. 

Hedistion (4th cent, bc, Piraeus): IG ir 4617; Mitropoulou 1977: 127-8 no. 19 and fig. 57; 
Jameson, Jordan, and Kotanksy 1993 Attica (q); Lalonde 2006: 114 (ZM32). Hedea (4th or 3rd cent, bc, 
the shrine of Nymphe in Athens; any relation to Hedistion?): SEG 17.87; Daux 1958: 366-7; Meliades 
1958: 9; Mitropoulou 1977: 13 no. 2; Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 Attica (m). Aristo.. .and 
Philaco (3rd cent, bc, Athenian agora; a man and a woman worship a giant snake): Agora Museum 
i 3688; SEG 21.790 = 51.10; Mitropoulou 1977: 116-17 no. 7 and fig. 50; Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 
1993 Attica (i); Lalonde 2006: 105 (ZM5) and fig. 30. Cratesion (undated stele from south of 
the Olympieion; two women worship a giant snake): Mitropoulou 1977: 115 no. 5. Demagorais, 
daughter of Hestiaios (late 4th cent, bc, Ephesus): Ephesus Museum (serial no. unknown); 
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reliefs, Zeus Meilichios’ Attic festival, the Diasia, which was held at Agrae, seems 
to have been a large and joyous festival for family and kin. Thucydides tells us that 
the Diasia was a festival the Athenians held for Zeus Meilichios, that it was the 
biggest of their festivals to take place outside the city, and that many people en 
masse made sacrifices at it.^'^ In the Clouds Strepsiades mentions that he cooked a 
haggis at the Diasia for his relatives, and bought a toy cart for his baby son 
Pheidippides at it.^^ Compeitibly, Plutarch and Lucian tell that the festival was a 
populous, splendid, entertaining, and enjoyable one.^^' Ancient scholarship pre¬ 
serves a tradition that the festival’s sacrifices were conducted with a certain 
gloominess. Scullion has recently dismissed this as erroneous, though it remains 
conceivable that the sacrifice itself was symbolically differentiated from the 
remainder of the festival around it in this way.^^ 

Zeus Meilichios could also patronize wider kinship groups and indeed pseudo¬ 
kinship ones. In fifth-century bc Megara the tribe of the Parnphyloi erected a 
boundary marker ‘of Pamphylian Zeus Meilichios’.The Attic genos of the 
Phytalidai had an altar of Zeus Meilichios near the river Cephisus.^'^ Attic 
demes include in their fifth- and fourth-century bc sacrificial calendars offerings 
to Zeus Meilichios at his Diasia festival.'^^ The bronze snake that declares I am 
sacred to the Meilichios at Pellana’ may suggest its god protects the town as a 
whole. A third-century rock-cut inscription from Thera proclaims the location of 
the ‘Zeus Meilichios of Polyxenus and his people’.'^* Jameson et al. conjecture that 
references to Zeus Meilichios in the c.475 bc sacred law of Selinus are to stones set 
up to him in gentilicial precincts: ‘the Zeus Meilichios in Myskos’ [sc. precinct] 
and ‘the Zeus Meilichios in Euthydamos’ [sc. precinct]A contemporary 


Mitropoulou 1977: 140-2 no. 33 and fig. 66. Hegeso (4th or 3rd cent, bc, Corfu); Plassart 1926:424 no. 
3; Hausmann 1960: 94 fig. 57; Mitropoulou 1977: 136-7 no. 27; Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 
Kerkyra; Lalonde 2006: 119 (ZM51). Hermaeus (and) Aristoclia (3rd cent, bc, 'frophonion): Chaer- 
onea Museum 13; Jannoray 1940-1: 49-51 inv. 7 and fig. 1.5; Mitropoulou 1977: 142-5 no. 35 and fig. 
69; Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 Lebadeia (b). Phillo (3rd cent, bc, Trophonion): Chaeronea 
Museum 12; Jannoray 1940-1: 49-51 inv. 12 and fig. 5.2; Mitropoulou 1977: 142 no. 24 and fig. 68; 
Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993 Lebadeia (c). Cf. Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 199: 93 lor 
women in non-relief dedications. 

Thucydides 1. 126. 6; cf. Cook 1914-40; ii. 2, 1141, Simon 1983: 12-15, Jameson, Jordan, and 
Kotansky 1993: 81, 92; Scullion 2007: 190-3. 

Aristophanes Clouds 408-9 and 864; cf. Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 83. 

Plutarch Moralia 477d; Lucian Timon 7. 

Hesychius s.v. zliacia, schol. Lucian Icawmenippiis 24, Timarchiis 7, 14. Ihe key 
cKvOpojTToc and crvyvorric. Discussion at Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1138, Scullion 2007. 190-3. Cl. Ch. ) 
for the possibility that visits to the laughter-killing I'rophonius were similarly trained by visits to his 
more joyful cousin Agathos Daimon. 

Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 84 (with text), 92. 

Pausanias 1. 37 .4; cf. Plutarch Theseus 12. 1; see Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 82, 92. 

SEC 33.147 (d'horicus, later 5th cent, bc); ISCG 18 = SEC 2.541 (Lrchia, mid 4th cent, bc); 
Jameson, Jordan, and Kotanksy 1993; 92. 

Zeuc Nh]Xixoic tow nept floXv^evov: JG xii.3 1316; Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1156; Jameson, Joidan, 
and Kotansky 1993; 86, 92. 

Selinus Lex Sacra A9, A17; cf. Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993; 93. Note also the 6lh-cenl. bc 
aniconic stone from Selinus that proclaims, ‘I am (the) Milichios ol Lyciscus’: Jameson, Jordan, and 
Kotansky 1993: 90, Selinous (c); cf 101. 
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inscription from the same city intrigiiingly proclaims, ‘The Milichios of the 
phratry \patria] of the daughters of Hermias and the daughters of Eucles’.’^'^ 

Zeus Meilichios was also a bringer of purification. This role is evident in the 
sacred law of Selinus, in which, as part of a seemingly general process of 
purification, he receives the sacrifice of a full-grown sheep alongside Zeus 
Eumenes and the Eumenides and also of a ram. He may also be the Zeus 
(without epithet) who receives a piglet sacrifice as part of the process of 
purification after a specific killing by an individual.^^'^ This role also emerges 
from two notes in Pausanias: Theseus received purification after the killing of 
Sinis at the ancient altar of Zeus Meilichios belonging to the Phytalidai ii-j 
Attica;"^^ and after the Argives had shed the blood of their relatives they attained 
purification principally by dedicating a statue to Zeus Meilichios.^^^ Of particular 
interest here is Zeus Meilichios’ association with the Dios koidion. This was the 
technical term for the fleece of a sheep sacrificed to Zeus Meilichios (or to the 
closely allied Zeus Ktesios). The sources for it, all lexicographical or scholiastic^ 
tell us enigmatically that the fleece was addressed as ‘Zeus’, that it was used (in 
unspecified fashion) in the Scirophoria and by the Eleusinian Daidouchos 
(Torch-bearer), and that it was put under the feet of the polluted in order to 
purify them. The fleece was also carried in the Pompaia festival in the month of 
Maimakterion, which was associated with the disposal of pollution at cross¬ 
roads.'^^ The use the Eleusinian Daidouchos would have had for Dios koidia is 
partly explained by the fact that Eleusinian initiates were purified for their 
initiation whilst sitting on fleeces: in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, Demeter 
sits upon a fleece in an aetiology of the mysteries, whilst on the Lovatelli urn and 
the Torre Nova sarcophagus Heracles is shown undergoing his Eleusinian 
initiation whilst similarly sitting on a fleece.The evidence for the Dios koidion 
does not, admittedly, make appeal to Zeus Meilichios specifically in his angui- 
form aspect. But the association of an anguiform god with a fleece is suggestive. 
People consulted Amphiaraus by sacrificing a sheep to him and sleeping on its 
fleece; the sheep sacrifice was the most important of those made to Trophonius 
too, though we hear nothing of the use of the fleece;'’^^ and we find the distinctive 
collocation of an anguiform god with a fleece and dream-sending also in the 
Alexander Romance's tale of Nectanebo’s seduction of Olympias. 


Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 90 (Selinous f), 93, 97-8. 

Lex sacra A 8-9, B5; cf. Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 52-3, 57-8, 114. 

Pausanias 1. 37. 4; the same tale at Plutarch Theseus 12, with purification and propitiatory 
sacrifice, but without mention of Zeus Meilichios. 

Pausanias 2. 20. 1-2. 

Sucia, Hesychius and Suda s.v. zlioc ,«p8lou, Eustathius on Homer Odyssey 22. 481, 1934-45, 
Anecdota Bekker i. p. 7. 15-20 and p. 242. 26-8. Note also Hesychius s.v. fj.aLixdi<Tr)c: 
laxOdiKioc. See Cook 1914-40: i. 411-18, Harrison 1922: 23-8, Deubner 1932: 157-8, Jameson, Jordan, 
and Kotansky 1993: 83, 95. 

Homeric Hymn (2) to Demeter 195-8. Lovatelli urn: Museo Nazionale delle lerme, Rome. 4'orre 
Nova sarcophagus: Palazzo Borghese, Rome. Cf Ogden 2001: 126-67. 

Pausanias 1. 34. 

Pausanias 9. 39. 

Alexander Romance A 1. 4-7 ~ Armenian §§6-13 Wolohojian. 
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The epithet rneilichios, ‘gentle’, belongs to a family of words associated particu¬ 
larly with propitiation and appeasement from the age of Homer onwards.’^ 
In a myth preserved by Pausanias, when Dionysus delivered the Patraeans of 
their obligation to make annual human sacrifice to their local river, which had 
hitherto threatened sterility should they default, the river changed its name from 
A-meilichios, ‘Not-me/Z/c/nos’, to Meilichiosf^ The word-family is often used in 
connection with anguiform deities or their avatars. Thus the food-offerings made 
to the snakes kept in Apollo’s precinct in Epirus, to ensure prosperity for the 
following year, were defined by the cognate term rneiligmata (‘appeasements’), as 
Aelian tells.Accordingly, the term rneilichios denotes a (serpent) deity who is 
either already appeased or who is easily appeased by those inclined to attempt it. 
The Greeks themselves folk-etymologized the term rneilichios to derive it from 
meliy ‘honey’ and rneiluiy ‘figs’.In other words, they likened its essential quality 
to sweetness. We can at once understand the significance of the name Alexandei 
of Abonouteichos gave to his divine serpent, ‘Glycon’, ‘Sweetie’ (Chs. 4 and 9). We 
can also understand the significance of the honeycakes given to the sacred snakes 
in the Trophonion and other shrines (Ch. 10). 

But we should reject the modern notion that the epithet meilichios is propiti¬ 
atory’ in the sense of a sweet name given to an entity fundamentally terrible by 
nature in order to encourage it to behave sweetly, as in the naming of the 
notoriously inhospitable Black Sea ‘Euxine’, ‘Kind to Visitors."^’ The ancient 
testimony doggedly recycled in favour of this contention is a passage from 
Plutarch’s On Superstition that self-evidently assumes the opposite view. Plutaich 
mocks the Superstitious Man who lives in fear of all the gods, from whom, unlike 
the slave of a fierce master, he has no hope of escape: ‘Nor is it possible for the man 
who fears his ancestral and family gods to find a god whom he will not fear, this 
man who shudders before the saviour gods, who trembles and dreads the mei- 
lichioi gods from whom we ask for wealth, peace, harmony and the best achieve¬ 
ments in word and deed.’^^ Plutarch certainly had Zeus Meilichios primal ily in 
mind here since the bestowal of wealth, peace, and harmony was characteiistic of 
him and the bearing of the meilichios epithet by other gods is only vestigially 
attested.'’^ His point is clear: only an obsessively superstitious idiot could live in 


With fieiXixioc and fxctXtxoc compare /teiAiy/ia, ^leiAixfi^a and /tctAtccw, the last of which, as 
Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 91 note, is already used of the appeasement of the dead at Homer 
Iliad 7. 140. Cf. also Nilsson 1938: 721. 

Pausanias 7. 19. 4-7. 20. 2. 

AeVmn Nature of Animals 2. 

See Chantraine 1937-8, 2009 s.v. luiXui, h'risk 1960-72 and Beekes 2010 s.v. ^lclXlxoc and 
Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 91, Lalonde 45. Meilichos and mcli may indeed ultimately be 
related. See also Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1092-3, 1103-4, who also draws in the ‘figgy Phytalid genos, 
according to whose myth 'Pheseus was purified for murder at their altar of Zeus Meilichios (Pausanias 
1.37). 

Pace Kiister 1913: 106, Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1111, Burkert 1985: 201, Jameson, Jordan, and 
Kotansky 1993: 91-2, Dowden 2006: 65-6, Burton 2010: 1 and, to a lesser extent, Lai son 2007. 213 
(a well-nuanced summary). 

Plutarch Moralia 166e {On Superstition). 

As noted by Pfister 1932 and Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 91-2. Pausanias 10. 38. 8 
mentions that Myonia in Locris has grove and altar of Theoi Meilichioi, to whom sacrifices are offered 
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tear of gods that are manifestly gentle, and by whom wealth, peace, harmony, and 
success are disbursed. There is nothing here, or indeed in any of the other 
evidence bearing upon him, to suggest that Zeus Meilichios is anything other 
than plainly and simply ‘gentle', and ‘gentle' without any propitiatory or ironic 
twist of thought. 

The Macedonian tale of Pindus, as preserved by Aelian, seems to offer a charter 
myth for Zeus Meilichios' disposition and provinces, or at any rate for those of a 
remarkably similar serpent deity. The vigorous and beautiful Pindus fears the 
envy and plots of his three lesser brothers. So he leaves his father's kingdom to 
make a life for himself in the adjacent country. As he hunts some fawns they 
disappear into a deep ravine. He is about to follow them into it when he is warned 
by a mysterious voice, ‘Touch not the fawns.' He heeds it but returns the next day 
to investigate, whereupon he encounters a massive drakon, rampant with his head 
and neck taller than a man, but nonetheless trailing the greater part of his body on 
the ground. Though terrified, he appeases the serpent by offering it the birds that 
he has caught that day, and the serpent departs leaving him unharmed. Thereafter 
Pindus regularly visits the serpent when he hunts and gives it the first fruits of the 
chase each time. And as he does so his hunting becomes more and more fruitful, 
and he enjoys an abundance. And at the same time his beauty enslaves all women 
to it, even married ones, and wins the admiration of men. But his brothers' enmity 
increases, and so they ambush him and kill him by a river. The serpent hears his 
dying cry, rushes to the scene and crushes the three brothers to death. It then 
mounts guard over Pindus' body until his relatives come to collect it for burial. 
Ihe river, by which Pindus is then buried, takes his name. Aelian does not tell us 
explicitly that the serpent is Zeus Meilichios, but its actions closely reflect the god's 
established concerns: it bestows wealth and good fortune, and it purifies the death 
of Pindus by disposing of his wicked brothers and enabling the due obsequies. 
When Aelian speaks of the critical episode in which Pindus ‘appeases' the serpent 
with his hunting spoils, the verb used is the one cognate with meilichios, rnei- 
lichtheis, though the term could well have been applied equally to other serpent 
deities.^^ The myth admittedly shows Zeus Meilichios, or a Zeus-Meilichios-like 
deity, in an act of killing, but it is hardly a killing to render him terrible: those 


«it night, with the meat having to be consumed before sunrise. But in any case, these may be no other 
than Zeus Meilichios and a female consort. 

The contention of Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 92, 140-1 (building on Foucart 1883 and 
pace Harrison 1922: 18-19) that the Meilichios name originally derived from that of the terrible 
Phoenician Moloch (Molek) is unpersuasive. There is no trace whatsover in Zeus Meilichios’ cult of the 
most salient and notorious feature of Moloch’s, child sacrifice. Their observation that the cults for both 
gods erected ‘simple stelai associated with the spirits of the gentilicial group or ancestors’ reads 
tenuously on the Greek side. They further contend, awkwardly, that the Phoenician origin of Zeus 
Meilichios’ cult was effectively forgotten, only for the god then to be partially re-identified with Moloch 
in Selinus when it fell under Carthaginian control in the fourth century bc. The case for this depends 
upon a deracinated and undated miniature altar at the Getty ‘of evident Selinuntine origin’, one 
potential reading of the Punic inscription on which is ‘servant of Moloch’. Whatever the case for 
associating the object with Selinus, and whatever it actually says, there seems to be no basis for 
associating it with the sanctuary of Zeus Meilichios there in particular. 

Nonnus Dionysiaca 5. 562-9 and 6. 155-68 describes Zeus Sabazius (for whom see Ch. 9) as a 
meilichos ... drakon in the act of seducing his daughter Persephone. 
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killed are exceptionally wicked, and they are killed in the interests of a good man 
that has established a pious relationship with him.^^ 


THE RIVALS OF ZEUS MEILICHIOS: 

ZEUS KTESIOS AND ZEUS PHILIOS 

The sole evidence for the anguiform manifestation of Zeus Ktesios, ‘Zeus of 
Possessions’, is a third-century bc stele from Thespiae in Boeotia that displays a 
coiling snake with the legend, ‘Of Zeus Ktesios’.When shown in humanoid 
form, Zeus Ktesios can hold a cornucopia, as, on one occasion, does Zeus 
Meilichios.^’^ 

Indeed he seems to have had a broadly similar profile to Zeus Meilichios. Like 
him he is a protector and promoter of the household’s wealth and possessions. 
Aeschylus observes that, ‘When possessions are ransacked from houses, others 
may be got by the grace of Zeus Ktesios.’^^'^ When his Cassandra arrives as a new 
slave in Agamemnon’s house, Clytemnestra tells her to stand beside the altar of 
Zeus Ktesios, evidently implying that, as a new member—or perhaps possession 
of the household, she was to come under his protection.^'’ Isaeus maintains that 
Giron was strict in sacrificing to the god; he would admit no one to the sacrifice 
from outside his own family, not even his slaves, and at this sacrifice he prayed for 
his family’s health (hygieia) and prosperity {ktesis agathe)f^^ Isaeus’ immediate 
agenda here, together with the Aeschylean evidence, suggests that the household 
slaves normally were included in such sacrifices. And on occasion too friends 
could even be present: according to Antiphon’s tale of the concubine of Philoneos, 
it was at a dinner in Philoneos’ house in the Piraeus where sacrifice was made to 
Zeus Ktesios that Philoneos and his friend were poisoned.^’^ Plutarch associates 
him with Zeus Epikarpios (‘Fruitfur) and Zeus Charidotes (‘Gracious Zeus 
Ktesios seems to have been particularly concerned with the protection of 


Aelian Nature of Animals 10. 48. Hammond at Hammond and Grilfith 1979: 31-8, csp. 36, 
guesses that Aelian derived the tale ultimately from the 3rd-century bc (?) Makedonika of Iheagenes. 
Cf. the tale preserved by Conon at Photius Bibliotheca cod. 186 §22 (134a). A Cretan youth is given a 
baby drakon by his lover. He rears it and tends it until the drakon increases in size and frightens the 
locals. They then compel the lad to put the creature out in the wilderness, and he does so, with much 
weeping. Later the boy is attacked by brigands when out hunting. He calls for help and the diakon, 
recognizing his voice, destroys the brigands, constricting each of them. 

Thebes Museum 330 = Nilsson 1908: 279 = Harrison 1912: 297 fig. 79 = Cook 1914-40: ii. 2,1061 
fig. 914 = Mitropoulou 1977: 96 and fig. 38. Discussions: Nilsson 1908, 1932, 1938, 1967-74: i. 403-6, 
Harrison 1912: 297-303, Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1059-68, 1125, and fig. 914, Sjovall 1931: 53-74, 
Mitropoulou 1977: 95-6. 

Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 94. The Doric equivalent of Zeus Ktesios was Zeus Pasios 
{rrdcLCy ‘acquisition’, ‘possession’). He is vestigially attested at Aegina (a stone with an archaic inscrip¬ 
tion, ‘Of Zeus Pasios and Soter’; Peek 1934: 43-4 no. 6), Cos (4th or 3rd cent, bc, Syllf 1106 line 148), 
and Tegea (a 3rd-cent. bc herm, ‘Of Zeus Pasios’; Romaios 1911: 152 and fig. 7). See Nilsson 1938: 162. 
We are told nothing of this god’s form. 

Aeschylus Suppliants 444-5. Aeschylus Agamemnon 1038. 

Isaeus 8. 16. Antiphon 1. 16-18. 

Plutarch Moralia 1048c. 
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storerooms, in which an image of him (in what form we are not told) was kept, 
possibly in a ritually decorated kadiskos or drinking ciip/’‘^ On occasion his 
fundamental concern for the household could extend to other (pseudo-)kinship 
groups: Classical-period inscriptions from the Thesmophorion in Thasos show 
Zeus Ktesios, amongst other divinities, being worshipped by patrai (phratries)/^^ 
And, as with Zeus Meilichios too, sheep sacrificed to Zeus Ktesios could produce 
Dios koidiaf^ 

Zeus Ktesios could seemingly be assimilated to other anguiform deities too, 
Asclepius, Agathos Daimon, and Agathe Tyche7“ We have seen that Isaeus’ Giron 
prayed for health (hygieia) from him, thereby assimilating him to Asclepius/'^ An 
imperial-period dedication from the temple of Zeus in Panamara is addressed, 
C .. and to the domestic (enoikidioi) gods, Zeus Ktesios and I'yche and Ascle- 
pius'/"^ An imperial-period dedication from Teos declares that it belongs to ‘Zeus 
Ktesios, Capitoline Zeus, Rome, Agathos Daimon’/^ 

Zeus Philios, ‘Zeus of Love, Friendship’, is first attested in the early fourth- 
century Bc: this is when Lysicrates made a dedication to him near the Athenian 
Acropolis and Polyclitus of Argos made a cult statue for his temple in the 
sanctuary of Demeter and Kore at Megalopolis/^’ His cult was to endure into 
the Roman period/^ The god enjoyed a particular flurry of popularity in votive 
reliefs in later fourth-century bc Attica. Two stelae of this age from the Piraeus 
display serpents accompanied by fragmentary dedications to the god.^^ But in 
other Attic reliefs he is portrayed as humanoid, an enthroned, avuncular, bearded 
man approached by his worshippers. One of the humanoid reliefs, again preserved 
only fragmentarily, carries the inscription: 'Eranistai [sc. members of a dining 
club] dedicated to Zeus Philios in the archonship of Hegesias [sc. 324-322 bc].’ 
The god’s concern for the dining club suggests that his province is the banquet, 
and perhaps in particular the sharing of food with friends beyond the immediate 
family group. A fragment of the third-century bc comic poet Diodorus of Sinope 
suggests the same: a parasite claims that his interloping art was invented by 


Haropcration s.v. Krrjdov Auk, incorporating Myperides F9 Jensen and Menander PsemHierades 
1*41() KA, Siida s.v. Kryjciov Auk. Ritual decoration of pot: Aristophanes Wealth 1197 with schol., 
Athenaeus 473b, incorporating Anticlides FGrll 140 1-22/ Autoclides FGrH 353 I-l. 

Reproduced at Rolley 1965, to which add IG xii Suppl. 407; cf. Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 
1993:115. 

Suda s.v. Auk Kojbu)i>. See Nilsson 1908: 280. Isaeus 8. 16. 

Cousin and Deschamps 1888: 269 no. 54; cf. Nilsson 1908: 280, Harrison 1912: 298, Mitropoulou 
1977: 96-7. 

GIG 3074. 

Athens: IG ii“ 4555; cf. Mitropoulou 1977: 110-11. Megalopolis: Pausanias 8. 31. 4. Discussions: 
Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1160-210, Sjovall 1931: 75-84, Nilsson 1932, Mitropoulou 1977: 97-112. 

In Roman Athens his priest had a reserved seat in the theatre, IG ii“ 5066. 4'he cult is also attested 
in imperial times at, amongst other places. Megalopolis, where Pausanias implies the cult endured into 
his own day, and Pergamon, where it was celebrated on coins of Marcus Aurelius and Antonins Pius 
(Mitropoulou 1977: 111-12). 

Piraeus Museum (nos. unknown) = IG ii“ 4625 = Mitropoulou 1977: 101-2 nos. 4-5. It is possible 
that two further uninscribed snake reliefs, IG ii“ 4621 and 4622, also represent Zeus Philios (they will 
otherwise represent Zeus Meilichios); so Jameson, Jordan, and Kotansky 1993: 83. 
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Zeus Philios, who, as the greatest of the gods, enters houses without making a 
distinction between poor ones and rich ones, so long as he sees a loaded table 
within/'^ From the image on the Eranistai relief is preserved: the bottom of an 
enthroned figure, holding a sceptre and a bowl; a piglet approaching him, a 
sacrifice brought by the grateful worshippers who would have followed behind; 
behind the pig an altar; beneath the throne an eagle Pausanias tells us theit 
Polyclitus made a statue of this god too, and his description of the statue sounds 
broadly congruent with the Eranistai relief: it showed a humanoid figure, seated, 
wearing buskins, and holding a cup in one hand (again, was there a snake to 
drink from it?) and a thyrsus with an eagle perching on it in the other.^* The 
coincidence between the Eranistai relief and the Thespian relief of Agathos 
Daimon (discussed below) is yet more striking, and the fact that the dedication 
is made by a dining club will also speak of the proximity between the two 
deities.A more elaborate Attic relief, dated to c.347 bc, is headed with the 
dedication, ‘Aristomache, Olympiodorus, Theoris dedicated to Zeus Epiteleios 
Philios and to Philia the mother of the god and to Tyche Agathe the wife of the 
god’. To the right of the image a large bearded male, Zeus Philios, reclines on a 
bed holding a cornucopia and a ‘mesomphalos’ (centrally bossed) phiale. A large 
female figure sits on the bed facing him, evidently his consort Agathe lyche 
(Philia remains unillustrated). From the left approach three worshippers, 
female, male, and female, evidently Aristomache, Olympiodorus, and Iheoris 
in order and presumably in portrait. Between the two groups, closer to the 
worshippers in size, is a naked wine-bearer.^^ The pairing of Zeus Philios with 
Agathe Tyche again assimilates him strikingly with Agathos Daimon. I he 
cornucopia assimilates him both to Zeus Ktesios again and indeed to Zeus 
Meilichios.^"^ 


Diodorus of Sinope F2 K-A apud Athenaeus 239a-f. In this regard he may have resembled the 
Zeus Xenios (‘of Guests’)’ for whom a table was named in the common dining halls of Crete: Fyrgion 
(undatable) FCrH 467 FI apud Athenaeus I43e-f. 

Athens EM 8738 = IG ir 2935 = Mitropoulou 1977: 99-100 no. 1 and fig. 39. Two further late 
4th-century iic Attic named dedications to Zeus Philios (alone) show him as the enthroned, avunculai, 
bearded humanoid: Athens, National Museum 1405 (now Piraeus Museum 1405) = IG ii 4623 - 
Mitropoulou 1977: 101 no. 3; and Piraeus Museum 51 = IG ir 4624 = Mitropoulou 1977: 100 no. 2 and 
fig. 40. 

Pausanias 8. 31. 4. 

This eagle is found sitting beneath thrones on six further similar reliefs, two of them horn outside 
Athens, one from 'I'egea, and one from Nauplion, which are better preserved but without (surviving) 
inscriptions: Mitropoulou 1977: 103-10 nos. 7-12 and figs. 43-8. Mitropoulou holds, accordingly, that 
all of these reliefs too were intended to depict Zeus Philios, but the fact that the eagle can also belong to 
Agathos Daimon (see below) frustrates the hypothesis. 

Copenhagen Ny Carlsberg Glyptothek 1558 = IG ir 4627 = Harrison 1912: 312 fig. 90, 1922: 355 
fig. 106, Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1162 fig. 970 = Mitropoulou 1977: 102-3 no. 6 and fig. 42. Although it has 
been contended that the large female figure beside Zeus Philios is his mother Philia, Mitropoulou 1977: 
111 is surely right to suggest that it should rather be his consort with whom he is shown, i.e. lyche 
Agathe. Zeus Philios is also paired with Agathe Tyche in a 3rd-century iic inscription from lu-ythrai 
published at L. Robert 1933. 

Pausanias 8. 31. 4. 
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Although he had been known in the old Greek world for at least a century 
beforehand, it was with the foundation of Alexandria at the end of the fourth 
century bc that Agathos Daimon came to greatness. This is the point at which it is 
most convenient to begin his story; the problematic evidence for his earlier 
manifestations will then be considered retrospectively. 


The Alexandrian foundation myth 

The anguiform deities of the Greek world tended to have little by way of myth, but 
Agathos Daimon did at least enjoy a starring role in the foundation myth of 
Alexandria preserved by the Alexander Romance (the A text of which dates to c. ad 
300).^^ According to this, Alexander’s architects marked out the projected city to 
extend between the rivers ‘Serpent’ (Drakon) and ‘Agathodaimon’^^’ (the latter in 
fact being the name given to the Canopic branch of the Nile in several inscriptions 
and in Geography of Claudius Ptolemy).^^ Then: 

they began to build Alexandria from the Middle Plain and so the place took on the 
additional name of ‘Beginning’, on account of the fact that the building of the city had 
begun from that point. A drakon which was in the habit of presenting itself to people in the 
area kept frightening the workmen, and they would break off their work upon the creature’s 
arrival. News of this was given to Alexander. He gave the order that on the following day the 
serpent should be killed wherever it was caught. On receipt of this permission, they got the 
better of the beast when it presented itself at the place now called the Stoa and lolled it. 
Alexander gave the order that it should have a precinct there, and buried the serpent. And 
he gave the command that the neighborhood should be garlanded in memory of the 
sighting of Agathos Daimon. He commanded that the soil from the digging of the founda¬ 
tions should all be deposited in one particular place, and even up until this day a large hill is 
theie to be seen, called the ‘Dung Heap’. When he had laid the foundations for most of the 
city and measured it out, he inscribed five letters, alpha, beta, gamma, delta, epsilon: alpha 
foi Alexander, Beta for ‘king’, gamma for ‘scion’, delta for ‘of Zeus’ and epsilon 
foi founded this unforgettable city.’ Beasts of burden and mules were at work. When 
the foundations of the heroon (hero-shrine) had been laid down <he set it [i.e. the stele 
on which he had inscribed the letters] on a pillar>.^^ There leaped out from it a large host 


Dunand 1981; 281 accordingly goes too far in asserting that Agathos Daimon had no mythology, 
f or discussion of Agathos Daimon in general see Harrison 1912: 277-316, Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1125-9, 
Ganschinietz/Ganszyniec 1918 and 1919, Jakobsson 1925 esp.151-75, Rohde 1925: 207-8 n. 133, Tarn 
1928, 'I’aylor 1930, Visser 1938: 5-8, 65-6, Nilsson 1967-74: ii. 213-18, A. Bernand 1970: i. 82-99, 
I'laser 1972: i. 209-11, with associated notes, Qiiaegebeur 1975: 170-6 and passim^ Mitropoiilou 1977: 
155-68, Dunand 1969, 1981, with bibliography, Pietrzykowski 1978, le Roy 1981, SHmeni Gasparro 
1997, Hillard 1998, 2010, Jouanno 2002: 75-6, 105-8, Stoneman 2007: 532-4, 2008: 56-8. Parts of the 
following treatment owe much to Ogden 201 la: 34-9, 90-5, 2011^7, 2012, forthcoming b-d. 

Alexander Romance 1. 31. 7 (A). 

See OGIS no. 672, with further references ad loc.; Claudius Ptolemy Geography 4. 5. 

'rhe Greek A MS is both lacunaiy and corrupt at this point, and this material is supplied from the 
Armenian trans. (itself translated into English at Wolohojian 1969), which together with A makes up 
the a recension of the Romance, for the Greek phrase that survives in A, ‘+ ini ev inicrvAioi '... ’ (as 
printed by Kroll 1926 and Stoneman 2007), I would conjecture, on the basis of the Armenian, ^inSy^Kev 
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<of snakes>, and, crawling off, they ran into the four [?] houses that were already there. 
Alexander, who was still present, founded the city and the heroon itself on the 25^'’ Tyhi. 
From that point the doorkeepers admitted these snakes (opheis) to the houses as Agathoi 
Daimones. I'hese snakes are not venomous, but they do ward off those snakes that do seem 
to be venomous, and sacrifices are given to the hero himself <, as snake-born>. 'Fhey 
garland their beasts of burden and give them a holiday since they helped in the foundation 
of the city by carrying loads. Alexander ordered that the guardians of the houses be given 
wheat. 'Fhey took it and milled it and made porridge [?] and gave it to the snakes in the 
houses. The Alexandrians preserve this custom until today. On the 25^’’ of Tybi they 
garland their beasts of burden, make sacrifice to the Agathoi Daimones that look after 
their houses and make them gifts of porridge. 

(Alexander Romance 1. 32. 5-13 A Armenian §§ 86-8) 

The host of Agathoi Daimones snakes that emerges from the inscribed tablet in 
the heroon of Agathos Daimon somehow constitutes the great drakon redivivus. 
And this, after all, is what a hero is: an entity that though dead contrives in some 
sense to live on and to continue to exert influence upon the world. Two examples 
of the Greek belief that snakes could be produced from the bodies of heroes 
(Ch. 7) are particularly apposite: that of Apsyrtus in Absoris, where, as it seems, a 
single body produced a host of snakes,^'^ and that of Cleomenes III in Alexandria 
itself, during the reign of Ptolemy Philopator. The serpent that manifested itself to 
protect the latter’s body no doubt panicked the Alexandrians not least because 
they had the model of their own Agathos Daimon before their eyes.^^^ 


The public and private cults of Agathos Daimon at Alexandria 

The Alexander Romance implies the establishment both of a civic cult for a 
singular Agathos Daimon as special protector of Alexandria, and of private cults 
for plural Agathoi Daimones as protectors of individual homes within the city. It 
seems that both forms of cult had become established in Alexandria by the end of 
the third century bc, and we may conjecture that the foundation myth had 
similarly been developed by this point."'^^ 

The public cult of Agathos Daimon can almost certainly be taken back to the 
320-300 BC period under Ptolemy Soter himself. To this period is assigned the 
original of the Alexander Aegiochus (‘Aegis-bearing’) statue-type that represented 
Alexander in his role as founder of the city and, it seems, decorated Alexander s 
tomb in Alexandria."^“ In this statue Alexander wore an aegis decorated with a 
small gorgoneion or Gorgon-head; in his right hand he held a spear; in his left a 


C7TI ctvAlov\ ‘he set on a pillar’. The p recension has a slightly more elaborate tale: when the gatehouse 
to the shrine was being built, a huge, ancient tablet full of letters fell out of it, and it was out of this that 
the snakes emerged. Presumably the notion was that a piece of ancient hgyptian masonry was being 
reused. But this tablet full of letters would seem to be a doublet of the tablet that Alexander himself has 
just inscribed with his own five letters. 

Hyginus Rahulac 26. Plutarch Agis and Cleomenes 60. 

There is no question of the prominence of the cult of Agathos Daimon in the imperial period, 
when it came to rival or even outstrip that of Sarapis himself: see Fraser 1972; i. 209, ii. 356-7 n. 164, 
with many further references. 

Stewart 1993: 246-53, 421-2, with figs. 82-3. 
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Fig. 8.2. iTagmentary Alexander Aegiochus statuette. Agathos Daimon winds around the 
tree-trunk support. Louvre, Collection Lambros-Dattari. Redrawn by the author. 


palladion, a small statuette of the goddess Athene. The statue is attested by some 
eighteen copies in various states of repair, statues, statuettes, and cameos, all, 
where provenance is known, deriving from Egypt. In two severely damaged 
statuette copies, one now in the Louvre (Collection Lambros-Dattari: Fig. 8.2), 
the other in the new Museo Blblico y Oriental in Leon, Alexander’s leg is 
supported by a tree-trunk around which a serpent winds: evidently Agathos 
Daimon.Despite its vestigial attestation, the serpent presumably did feature in 
the original. This is further suggested by the Aegiochus’ allusions to Phidias’ 
Athene Parthenos, allusions supported by the featured palladion: the Parthenos 
statue too wore the aegis and held a spear and a female statuette, in this case of 


For the Louvre copy see Schwarzenberg 1976: 235 with fig. 8, Stewart 1993: 247, Stoneman 2007: 
533. 1 thank Professor Victor Alonso I’roncoso for drawing the Museo Biblico y Oriental copy to iny 
attention. 
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Nike, Victory."^'' And nestling under the Parthenos shield was Athene’s magnificent 
serpent, be it the anguiform Ericthonius or, more probably, the oikouros ophis, the 
‘house-guarding snake’, the protective spirit of the city of Athens, much as Agathos 
Daimon was the protective spirit of the city of Alexandria (see Chs. 5, 7, and 10). 

The building of the Agathos Daimon heroon may be dimly refracted in the 
first- to second-century ad Philo of Byblos’ assertion that the ancient Egyptians 
‘built temples and consecrated the first elements associated with snakes in 
adytaf^^ A series of Alexandrian coins ol the Hadrianic and Antonine periods 
show what appears to have been a monumental altar enclosed in an elaborate 
colonnaded structure. On a sub-series the Agathos Daimon serpent stands to the 
left of the structure, wearing a pshent (the Egyptian double-crown), and his 
consort the Agathe-Tyche serpent stands to the right. This structure is normally 
taken to represent Agathos Daimon’s own altar.^^^’ Ammianus Marcellinus pre¬ 
serves a vignette from what we may conjecture to have been the last days ot the 
heroon. His unsympathetic bishop Georgius arrogantly threatens the magnificent 
temple to the 'Genius of the city’, scoffing, ‘How long will this tomb stand?’ As we 
shall see, the term gef'iius was frequently associated with Agathoi Daimones in the 
Latin of Ammianus’ age."'^^ The Agathos Daimon serpent’s protecting presence 
across the city may have been conveyed by such things as the fine but now 
headless 30-cm. high grey-granite sculpture of a coiling serpent Goddio found 
on the sea-bed of Alexandria’s harbour."'^^ 

The public Agathos Daimon cult is clearly reflected in the famous Oracle of the 
Pottery probably third-century bc in origin but perhaps second, a unique piece of 
native-Egyptian-derived propaganda against the Macedonian regime, originally 
composed in Demotic but surviving only (in its principal form) in Greek. Ihis 
prophesies that Agathos Daimon will abandon the city that is currently being 
built, Alexandria, for the native-Egyptian city of Memphis. In other words, it 
seems, Alexandria will be deprived of its protecting deity and fall.^^ According to 
Cassius Dio, the portents that followed the fall of Alexandria to Octavian included 
the manifestation of a huge serpent with a loud hiss: Agathos Daimon on his way 
out, or perhaps threatening to leave? 


Cf. Stewart 1993: 248-50. 

Philo of Byblos I'GrH 790 F4 {apud Eusebius Pnieparatio Evangclka 1.10. 53). 

Thus Vogt 1924: 106, Handler 1971:68-9, with pi. 12 figs. 18-21 for the coins. Saunders 2006: 78 
contends that the Agathos Daimon heroon and the mysterious tomb of Alexander were one and the 
same, and that these coins therefore preserve images ol tlie lost tomb. 

Ammianus Marcellinus 22. 16. 15. See Eraser 1972: ii. 356-7 n. 164 and Saunders 2006: 100-1. 

Goddio 1998: 180-2, with photo 84. Bernand and Goddio 2002: 116 are quite confident that the 
subject is Agathodaimon. 

P.Oxy. 2332 lines 51-3: Kara re (> dyaOoc / Sai/LtaiV KaraXciiljci ri)v KTi^o/teVr/r TroAav i<at 
dlrreXcvcerai eic rijv OeoroKov M€fL<l)€iv kui i^€f)yfuoc7]Tai. Eor this text, see lain 1928: 215, Eiasei 
1972: i. 683-4. Hillard 1998, 2010 dates the oracle rather to the late lirst century bc, and associates the 
snake’s abandonment of Alexandria with Octavian’s defeat ol Antony. Cl. Kipling s tale Letting the 
Jungle In’ (1895), where Mowgli and his animals destroy a wicked village and its people llee: Who 
could fight, they said, against the Jungle, or the Gods ol the Jungle, when the very village cobra had lelt 
his hole in the platform under the peepuLtree?’ 1 thank Prof. Elizabeth Baynham lor drawing my 
attention to this. 

Cassius Dio 51. 17. 4-5: i«u tlc 8i)dKiov «W/)/teyeY6/c cf/n'cii' df/)0eic a/u/xai>or dcoi' 

i^€CVf)lC€. 
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Agathos Daimon almost certainly came to be identified with the Ptolemaic 
kings themselves. The pshent that Agathos Daimon sports in his Graeco-Egyptian 
iconography, all post-Ptolemaic, alas, indicates that he had been considered 
the guarantor, possibly even the incarnation, of the royal function, as indeed 
does his frequent identification with Sarapis.^^’ Agathos Daimon’s native- 
Egyptian counterpart, Sai (of whom more anon), is found identified with the 
kings in Egyptian-language evidence from the reigns of Ptolemies III, IV, IX, and 
XII. And the Greek title bestowed upon Nero in an official circular giving notice 
of his accession and in an inscription adjacent to the Sphinx, ‘Agathos Daimon 
(Good Demon) of the Known World', almost certainly harks back to Ptolemaic 
usage.On second-century ad coins from Roman Egypt the anguiform Agathos 
Daimon is winningly shown riding a horse in rampant form. This image resem¬ 
bles those of the emperors themselves upon galloping horses, and so presumably 
expresses a continuing identification of the emperor with Agathos Daimon. 

The private, house-based cults of Agathoi Daimones implied by the Alexander 
Romance are already reflected in a fragment of Phylarchus, whose history finished 
in 219 BC with the death of Cleomenes III of Sparta. He supplies glorious details of 
the techniques used to summon the snakes, who make impeccable dinner-guests, 
to their food: 

In his twelfth book Phylarchus says as follows about the asps (aspides) of Egypt. He tells 
that they are strongly honoured, and as a result of this honour they become very gentle and 
tame. They are reared alongside children and do them no harm. When called they slither 
out of their holes and come. Calling them consists of clicking the fingers. The Egyptians lay 
out gifts of guest-friendship for them. For whenever they have finished their meal they 
moisten barley in wine and honey and lay it out on the table on which they happen to have 
been dining. Then clicking their fingers they call their ‘guests’. And they present themselves 
as if by prior arrangement. Rampant around the table, they leave the rest of their coils on 
the floor, but lift up their heads and lick at the food. Slowly and bit by bit they take their fill 
of the barley, and eat it all up. If some need presses upon the Egyptians in the course of the 
night they click their fingers again. This noise gives them the signal to retreat and withdraw. 
Accordingly, they understand the difference in the sound and why this is done, and 
immediately retreat and disappear, sliding back into their nests and holes. A man who 
has risen does not tread on any of them or even meet them. (Phylarchus FGrH 81 F27 = 
Aelian Nature of animals 17. 5/^^^ 

We shall return to this fragment in Chapter 10. In another, related fragment 
Phylarchus tells that one such entertained snake (asp/s), on discovering that one 
of its own young had lolled the son of its host, killed its errant offspring and never 


So Dunand 1981: 282. 'I’he monuments in which Agathos Daimon is portrayed with the head of 
Sarapis, all apparently deriving from the Roman period, are catalogued at Pietrzykowski 1978: 960-1. 

Evidence and discussion at Quaegebeur 1975: 111-13. 

P. Oxy. 1021 lines 8-10 (17 Nov., ad 54) and OGIS ii. 666 lines 3-4: dyaOoc Saif-icov rijc 
oLKovixanjc; cf. Dunand 1969: 30, 37, Quaegebeur 1975: 113, 170. A coin of Nero gives the emperor’s 
portrait on the obverse and Agathos Daimon on the reverse, with the legend veoc dyaOoc SaLfxwu, ‘New 
Agathos Daimon’: see Head 1911: 720, Harrison 1912: 111, Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1128, Ganschinietz 
1918: 47-8. 

LIMC Agathodaimon 32, 34; cf. Dunand 1969: 31. 

Aelian’s description of the offerings made to the Egyptian Metelis serpent at Nature of Animals 
11.17 will also be discussed in Ch. 10. 
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again returned to its host’s house.For Phylarchus, in contrast to the Alexander 
Romance, the Agathoi Daimones of private cults could indeed be venomous, albeit 
rarely dangerous, and this accords with the note on the agathodairnon snake by 
the second-century ad medical writer Aelius Promotus. Though venomous, it 
attacks neither people nor other animals, save rarely in self-defence, whereupon 
the venom can be counteracted by rinsing the wound with warm brine and 
applying a salve mixed from unslaked lime and olive oil. This snake is a cubit 
long, its back is the colour of black-ash pigment, with scale-like markings, and its 
belly is whitish.Plutarch offers us the charming vignette of two Egyptian 
neighbours arguing about a snake (ophis) that had crawled into the road: ‘Both 
were calling it Agathos Dainion, and each of them was claiming the right to keep it 
as his own.’^^^ The fourth- or fifth-century ad Historia Augusta tells that the 
emperor Elagabalus kept at Rome some Egyptian dracunculi (‘serpent-lets’) of the 
sort that the natives of that land called agathodaernones, presumably after having 
imported them.^^'^ 


Drafcd/t-slaying and the foundation of the royal capitals 

The first part of the Romance narrative casts Alexander as a dra/cdn-slayer, but as a 
(ira/cd^-slaying story fit for Alexander it is less than satisfactory: the serpent in 
question appears to be more of a nuisance than an ultimate peril; the hero of the 
story does not even encounter it in person, but almost superciliously delegates the 
task to an unnamed group of builders. Alexander had to wait until the 6 recension 
of the Alexander Romance, known to us only from the seventh-century ad Syriac 
translation of a Greek original, to get the full-blown drakon-fighi that was his 
due.^^^ Nonetheless, in context the tale of the slaying of the Agathos Daimon 
serpent, emphatically identified with not one but two branches of the Nile, 
Agathodairnon and Drakon, strongly salutes Greek traditions that derive founda¬ 
tions of cities from the slaying of a drakon which is tightly associated with a water- 
source. The key examples here are those of Cadmus’ slaying of the Serpent of Ares 
at the spring of Dirce prior to the foundation of Thebes and Eurybatus’ slaying of 
Lamia-Sybaris, prior to her transformation into a spring and the foundation of the 
city named for her (Ch. 4).^^^ One wonders whether Ptolemy projected Alexan¬ 
dria in any way as a compensatory foundation for Alexander’s destruction of 


Phylarchus l^GrH 81 F28 = Pliny Natural History 10. 208. Cf. Aelian Nature of Animals 12. 32, 
where the poisonous snakes of India are said to shun one of their fellows if he bites a man. 

Aelius Promotus riept roiV lofioXcov Oi]fitu}v Kal dy]X7]rrip(ojv fappLaKcou 25. 

Plutarch Moralia 755e. 

SHA Elagabalus 28. 1: Aegyptios dracunculos Romae habuit, quos HU agatlunlaemonas vacant. 

Syriac Alexander Romance 3. 7. For text and trans. see Budge 1889, with trans. ol the relevant 
portion at 102-3. This was then taken up into the c. ad 1000 version of the Romance in F'erdowsi’s 
Shahnarneh, Cl331-4; Khaleghi-Motlagh 1988- will be the standard edition of this text when com¬ 
plete. Translation at D. Davis 2006: 506-8 and Warner and Warner 1912: vi. 148-53. See Ogden 2012. 

^ ‘ ^ Euripides Phoenissae 1006-12 (cf. 1315) speaks of a cult for the Serpent of Ares at Thebes, with its 
sekos. Such a cult, even if itself only fictive, helps to build a bridge between the slain serpents of myth and 
the worshipped serpents of cult, as, from the other side, does the slaying-myth of Agathos Daimon. 
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Thebes.^It has also been contended, uncompellingly, that the Agathos-Daimon 
myth spoke to a native-Egyptian audience in a broadly similar way by saluting 
Egyptian myths of dynastic establishments, as instantiated in the tale of Ammon- 
Ra’s killing of the Apophis-serpent or in Homs’ killing of Seth-Typhon, the latter 
of which took place in the Memphite temple in which the pharaohs were crowned, 
according to Nigidius Figulus.*^^ 

As the Ptolemies were constructing a foundation myth for Alexandria around 
the Agathos Daimon serpent and its river, the Seleucids were doing something 
similar for their own major city foundations. As we have seen (Introduction, 
Ch. 2), the myth of Zeus’ battle with the primeval drakon Typhon, in which he 
destroyed him with his thunderbolts, effectively originated in an interpretatio 
Graeca of a mythical battle between a storm god and a dragon that had been 
located since the age of the Hurrians on ancient Syria’s (modern Turkey’s) 
towering Mt. Kasios, now the Jebel Aqra. At some point in the Hellenistic era 
the river Orontes, the great waterway that flowed beneath Kasios and effectively 
linked the two new cities of Antioch and Seleuceia-in-Pieria, was identified with 
the drakon. The Augustan Strabo preserves the tale that the Orontes’ riverbed was 
created when Zeus hurled his thunderbolts down on Typhon. As Typhon fled he 
cut the highly serpentine riverbed with his writhing coils, before releasing its 
source into it as he finally dived down into the earth. The river initially took 
lyphon’s name for its own. The Christian chronographer John Malalas, writing in 
the fifth or sixth century ad, was to tell that the river actually had four names in 
all: Orontes, Drakon, Typhon, and Ophites, the last again signifying ‘Snake 
River’.’ 

The fourth-century ad Pausanias of Antioch records a tale about Perseus and 
the Orontes in which the hero typologically re-enacts his father Zeus’ battle 
against Typhon. The river, at this point called the Drakon, floods disastrously, 
and Perseus advises the local lopolitans to pray. In answer to their prayers a ball of 
fire comes down from heaven which dries up the flood. Like his father Zeus before 
him, Perseus, famous destroyer of anguiform monsters (the Gorgons, the 
Andromeda ketos)^ fights the drakon-nvev with fire from the sky. Perseus then 
founds the sanctuary ‘Of the Immortal Fire’ for the lopolitans, before taking some 
of the heavenly fire back to the Persia named for him and teaching the Persians to 
revere it, appointing trustworthy men to tend the flame, to whom he gives the 
name ‘magi’: in other words, he founds the Zoroastrian religion.”'’ 

The foundations of Antioch and Seleuceia-in-Pieria were associated, indirectly 
at any rate, with these great dragon-slayings by a myth fashioned for Seleucus, 
which identified him in turn typologically with Zeus and Perseus in his acts of 


' For what it is worth (not much), Suda s.v. AyaOoO Aalfxovoc mentions, without elaboration, that 
Agathos Daimon had a heroon in 'Fhebes. 

'I’his is the case made by Merkelbacli 1977: 36-8. Apophis: P. Bremncr-Rliind, reproduced in 
photographs at Budge 1910 pis. i-xix; trans. at ANET^ 6-7. Seth-Typhon: Nigidius Figulus p. 123, 8 
Swoboda. 

” ‘ Strabo C750-1; cf. Pausanias (Periegetes) 8. 29, John Malalas Chronicle 197 Dindorf. 

Pausanias of Antioch EHG iv. pp. 467-8, F3 = John Malalas Chronicle 37-8 Dindorf. In other 
contexts the Greeks could employ Agathos Daimon as the interpretatio Graeca of the Zoroastrian 
‘Good Principle’, Spenta Mainyu, or even of Ahura Mazda himself: Diodorus 1. 94; cf. Ganschinietz 
1918: 39. 
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foundation. Malalas tells how, as Seleucus is sacrificing to Zeus on Mt. Kasios and 
enquiring where he should found his city, the god’s own eagle seizes part of the 
sacrifice and drops it in Pieria, where Seleucus accordingly goes on to found the 
first of the two cities. He gives thanks for the foundation by sacrificing to Zeus 
Keraunios (‘of the Thunderbolt’) in the sanctuary founded by Perseus. He then 
sacrifices to Zeus again at nearby Antigoneia to enquire whether he should adopt 
Antigonus’ city and rename it or found a new one elsewhere. Again an eagle seizes 
meat from the altar and drops it on Mt. Silpios. As Malalas tells us, Seleucus 
chooses the exact site for his new city, Antioch, beside the great Drakon river, now 
the Orontes, in such a way as to avoid the torrents that come down from the 
mountain.^The fourth-century ad Libanius had already made it clear that the 
meat seized by the Antioch eagle took the form, specifically, of flaming ox- 
thighs.^ The symbolic equivalence of the flaming ox-thigh and the thunderbolt 
is made clear in Syrian coinage of the imperial period, long after the disappearance 
of the Seleucids, where highly similar series of reverses issued under Marcus 
Aurelius show eagles bearing either lightning bolts or ox-thighs in parallel config¬ 
urations.’^^ In his founding of Seleuceia and Antioch, therefore, Seleucus is 
projected as a third conqueror of the Drakon river. He metaphorically masters 
it with his pair of city foundations, but he also gets the better of it by avoiding the 
paths of its torrents. And though he does not himself deploy thunderbolts or 
heavenly balls of fire directly against the river, he is guided to his mastering 
foundations by Zeus, who drops thunderbolt-like flaming ox-thighs from the 
sky, in a reminiscence of the weapons he had himself used in his primeval battle. 

Seleucus proceeded to encounter another drakon more directly in the course of 
his foundational activities, one that helped guide him to the site of his sanctuary of 
Apollo in the grove of Daphne, some four miles to the west of Antioch. As 
Seleucus was hunting there, Libanius again tells, his horse’s hoof turned up a 
golden arrow-head, engraved ‘of Phoebus’. As he lifted it, a rampant and hissing 
drakon launched itself at him. But as it drew close, its countenance changed to one 
of mildness (hemeron), and then it vanished. Seleucus took this for an omen, and 
had the sanctuary laid out in the place at once. The drakon was evidently Apollo 
himself, or his avatar, content to find that his grove and his treasure alike were in 
appropriate hands. 


Alexander, Jeremiah, the argolaoi, and the Snake-born 

A Christian tradition of the third century ad preserves, awkwardly, a tale partly 
parallel to the Romance's narrative: 

Jeremiah was of Anathoth, and he died in Daphnae in Egypt when he was stoned to death 
by the local people. He was laid to rest in the region of the Pharaoh’s palace, because the 


John Malalas Chronicle 198-200 Dindorf. 

^ Libanius Orations 11. 85-8 (I'orster i. 2 pp. 464-5): on this Liscinating oration see Downey 1959. 
Dieudonne 1929 with pi. ii (iv). Note esp. 16 (eagle with thigh) and 18 (eagle with thunderbolt). 
For Seleucid foundation myths, see Downey 1961: 29-32, Ogden 201 In: 89-102, 2011/;. 

Libanius Orations 11. 95-8. 
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Egyptians held him in honour, since he had done them good service. For he prayed for 
them, and the asps left them alone, as did the creatures of the waters, which the Egyptians 
call menephoth and the Greeks call crocodiles, which were killing them. I’he prophet prayed 
and the race of asps was averted from that land, as were the attacks of the creatures from the 
river. Even to this day the faithful pray in the place he lay, and by taking earth from the site 
of his tumulus they heal bites inflicted upon people, and many avert even the creatures in 
the water. We heard from some old men, descendants of Antigonus and Ptolemy, that 
Alexander the Macedonian visited the tomb of the prophet and learned the mysteries 
pertaining to him. He transferred his remains to Alexandria, and arranged them, with all 
due honour, in a circle. The race of asps was thus averted from that land, as similarly were 
the creatures from the river. And thus he threw in [sc. inside the circle] the snakes called 
argolaoi, that is ‘snake-fighters’ [ophiomachoi], which he had brought from Peloponnesian 
Argos, whence they are called argolaoU that is, ‘right-hand-side men [dexioi] of Argos’. I’he 
sound they make is very sweet and of all good omen. ([Epiphanius] De vita prophetarum et 
obitu first recension p. 9, Schermann ~ second recension pp. 61-2, Schermann Chron- 
icon Paschale p. 293 Dindorf)'“^^ 

The final sentences appear to mean that Alexander took Jeremiah’s deterrent 
remains from Daphnae and arranged them in a circle around the city of Alexan¬ 
dria. Snakes (and crocodiles) outside the circle were thus prevented from entering 
it. He then threw his other-snake-fighting argolaoi snakes inside the circle, where 
they will presumably have destroyed the other snakes marooned inside it, and 
taken their place. Alexander may have made the circle by distributing the 
prophet’s limbs, but we should almost certainly think rather of him sprinkling 
the remains in the form of a fine line of cremation ash. This would then align 
neatly with the tradition, first found in Strabo, that Alexander had initially marked 
out the circle of Alexandria for his architects by sprinkling a line of barley meal 
that was then devoured by birds, in an act of good omen.^“‘ 

Like the Romances narrative, this one accounts for the arrival in Alexandria, 
alongside Alexander, of a host of good snakes that ward off bad snakes. The good 
snakes were evidently conceived on the model of the gentle pareias, the variety of 
snake typically kept in Greek sanctuaries (Ch. 10). In a bon mot Hyperides 
compared polticians in their different kinds to snakes: all snakes were hated, but 
amongst them it was the vipers that did harm to men, whereas pareias snakes 
actually ate vipers. In due course a scholium to Aristophanes was to make the 


'riie ps.-Epiphanian narrative (briefly mentioned at Stoneman 1994, 2007: 533, 2008: 57) 
survives in two recensions of its own (for which see Schermann 1907), but is reflected, in on the 
whole better, though not perfect, condition, in the 7th cent, ad Chnmicon Paschale. The three texts 
differ from each other only by variation in omission. The translation given here merges the three 
accounts to produce an intelligible text. Suda s.v. dpyoXai (sic) gives an account of the story syncopated 
to the point of unintelligibility, but has the virtue of preserving an arbitrary folk etymology of the term 
argolaoi, ‘left-hand-men ijaioi) of Argos’, which provides the key to the baffling etymology oi' argolaoi 
supplied in the Epiphanian tradition. A redactor evidently found the negative connotations of the left- 
hand side unsatisfactory for such good snakes, and so corrected the explanation to invoke rather the 
positive connotations of the right-hand side, throwing the verbal baby out with the bathwater in the 
process. The term dexioi also carries the particular connotation of good omen and so justifies the 
contention that the argolaoi snakes have good-omened voices. From the perspective of genuine 
etymology, the Epiphanian term argolaoi ought actually to mean ‘peoples (laoi) of Argos’ or ‘shining 
peoples’, 'fhe Sudas form argolai is more simply and directly construable as ‘Argives’ tout court: cf. e.g. 
Euripides, FF41, 630 TrGP. 

Strabo C792, Plutarch Alexander 26. 
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identification complete and assert that the pareias was found in Alexandria. 
And indeed the notion that Alexander should have transported snakes from Argos 
to Alexandria is reminiscent of the practice of Asclepian cult transfer (Ch. 9), a 
practice that probably typically used snakes of the pareias variety. No doubt the 
tale seeks thereby to bestow a religious legitimacy on the foundation of the city. 

Given that the motif of snake-transfer from Argos salutes the claim of Alexan¬ 
der’s family, the Argeads, and thereby that of the Ptolemies too, to derive their 
own stock ultimately from Argos, it is likely that this element of the tale at least 
originated with the Ptolemaic dynasty and its promoters.A Ptolemaic hand 
seems to lurk distantly too behind the motif of the transfer of Jeremiah’s body 
from the land of Egypt proper to Alexandria: it evidently functions, at one level, as 
a typological justification for Ptolemy Soter’s own transfer of Alexander’s body 
from Memphis to Alexandria. But if the tale was Ptolemaic in origin, the magical 
body in question cannot in origin have been Jeremiah’s (and the motif of 
martyrdom attached to it is in any case distinctly Christian). 

Jeremiah, as the tale gives him to us, was evidently a St Patrick avanUla-lettre, 
and he is associated with the phenomenon known to folklorists (in consequence of 
St Patrick) as ‘Irish earth’,^”** that of the soil of a certain place being repellent to 
certain venomous or pestilential creatures, which is well attested elsewhere in 
Graeco-Roman culture, at least from the age of the elder Pliny in the first century 
AD onwards: the earth of Crete was fatal to venomous snakes, that of the island of 
Astypalaea and of the Balearic island of Ebusus (Ibiza) drove snakes away, whilst 
that of the Tunisian island of Galata drove away scorpions; Sicilian achate stones 
cured wounds inflicted by spiders and scorpions, whilst Sicilian stones in general 
deprived scorpions of their venom; Lemnian earth had cured Philoctetes’ famous 
snakebite, could do the same for others too, and could even function as an emetic 
for those who had swallowed poisons. Much closer to home, Aelian preserves 
an interesting aetiology for the plant helenion that has all the appearance of being 
Alexandrian in origin. After the Egyptian king Thonis attempted to force himself 
upon the refugee Helen, his queen Polydamna, the ‘all-conquering’ witch, sent her 
off, in their common interest, to live on the then snake-infested island of Pharos, 
giving her a herb to protect her from the snakes. Helen planted it, and in time it 
covered the island, producing seeds the snakes could not abide and so rendering it 
free of them.^“^ The Jeremiah tale also salutes a familiar motif of snake-contiol 


Hyperides F80 JeiivSen = Harpocration s.v. Ilapeiai cf. Photius Lexicon s.v. 6(f)€ic napeiac. 

Schol. Aristophanes Wealth 690. The modern variety to which the ancient Greek pareias seems to 
correspond best, the Four-lined snake, is not found in Egypt. 

Curtius 9. 8. 22, Pausanias 1. 6. 2, 1. 6. 8, Alexander Romance 3. 32 (A); unpublished Ptolemaic 
inscription at Errington 1990: 265 n. 6 {'HpaKXelSac Llpyedbac). 

See Krappe 1941 and 1947 with a great many parallels. See Ch. 11 for St Patrick. 

Pliny Natural History 3. 78 (Ebusus; so too Pomponius Mela 2. 7), 5. 7 (Galata), 37. 54 (Sicily, 
including the achate), Dioscorides 5. 113 (Lemnian earth an emetic tor poisons), Galen De sinipliciiun 
rnedicarnentorum temperarnentis ac facultatibus xii. 169 Kiilin (Lemnian earth cures poisonous snake¬ 
bites in general), Philostratus Heroicus 6. 2 (Lemnian earth cures Philoctetes), Aelian Nature oj 
Animals 5. 2 (Crete), 5. 8 (Astypalaea). See Hasluck 1909-10 and Krappe 1941: 233-4. 

• Aelian Nature of Animals 9.21; cf. Flomer Odyssey 4. 219-34 for Helen, 'Fhonis, Polydamna, and 
the latter’s herbs, both healing and deleterious. 1 thank Professor Alonso I’roncoso for bringing this text 
to my attention. 
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stories, that of the deployment of a ‘magic circle’ against them, as in the ps.- 
Aristotelian tale of the Thessalian witch’s battle against the hieros ophis, the sacred 
snake, inter alia (Ch. 

In casting Alexander in the role of an expert in counteracting the threat of 
snakes, the Epiphanian narrative enables us to make sense of an initially puzzling 
non sequitur in the Romance narrative: ‘These snakes are not poisonous, but they 
do ward off those snakes that do seem to be poisonous, and sacrifices are given to 
the hero himself [sc. Alexander] <, as snake-born.>’^^^ The phrase ‘as snake-born’ 
does not exist in the A, the sole and lacunose Greek manuscript of the Romance's 
a recension, but is restored from the fuller Armenian translation. The standard 
term for ‘snake-born’ in Greek is ophiogeneSy and Kroll’s (and subsequently 
Stoneman’s) proposed restitution of hos ophiogenei is accordingly all but inevit¬ 
able. As we have seen (Ch. 5), the race of Aelian’s Phrygian Ophiogeneis was 
founded when Halia was impregnated by a gigantic snake, in a myth strikingly 
similar to that of the siring of Alexander upon Olympias, whilst Strabo’s Ophio¬ 
geneis of Parium and Pliny’s Ophiogeneis of Cyprus had the power to repel, 
respectively, snake venom and snakes themselves. Strabo’s and Pliny’s reports 
enshrine the conceit that Ophiogeneis are to be born of snakes and yet antithetical 
to them. Since those best equipped to fight serpents are those that partake of their 
nature (cf. the considerations on symmetricality laid out in Ch. 6), it makes perfect 
sense that Alexander should have been worshipped as snake-born precisely in the 
context of his dismissal of snakes. As we have also seen, the ancient notices on the 
Ophiogeneis often align them with the snake-proof and snake-repelling Psylli of 
the Libyan Syrtes. The Psylli are credited with the ‘magic circle’ technique for 
snake-banishing similar to that attributed to Alexander in the Epiphanian tale.'^^^ 
Agatharchides of Cnidus told that the Psylli derived their name from a king 
Psyllus, whose tomb was situated in the Greater Syrtes. It is tempting to 
suppose that the race derived not only its name but also its defining qualities 
from this king (much as the Phrygian Ophiogeneis derived their qualities from a 
single individual), and to compare Psyllus’ tomb with that of Jeremiah in the 
Epiphanian tale. Were the ideas attaching to Jeremiah and to Alexander derived 
ultimately from the lore of the Psylli? Or was the lore of the Psylli rather derived 


1"^ (Aristotle] Mimbilia 845b; cf. Lucan 9. 915-37, Lucian Philopseudes 11-13. 

It is not immediately clear in context whether the ‘hero’ concerned is Agathos Daimon, whose 
heroization has just been described, or Alexander himself. But the primary reference must indeed be to 
Alexander. On the one hand, only in the most curious and restricted circumstances is it meaningful to 
describe a serpent, such as Agathos Daimon, as ‘serpent-born’. On the other, Alexander was famously 
serpent-born, with Plutarch and others preserving the myth of him being sired upon Olympias by a 
gigantic snake (Ch. 9). 1 aylor 1930: 376-7 held that there is here a deliberate attempt to merge the two 
heroes, in line with her wider contention that Agathos Daimon was directly identified with Alexander. 
Cf also Saunders 2006: 78. 

Alexandci Rotncincc 1. 32. 11 (A): i<al Oveta TcXeirai avrw roj r]pojL <(l)c 6(f)ioy€vci>, as reconsti¬ 
tuted by Kroll 1926 and accepted by Stoneman 2007. The Armenian translation: §87 Wolohojian. 
However, d’aylor 1930: 376-7 would prefer the Armenian visap to reflect the term drakon rather than 
the term aphis in the original Creek. 

' Aelian Nature of Animals 12. 39, Strabo C588, Pliny Natural History 28. 30-1. 

'" Lucan 9. 890-937. 

‘ Agatharchides PGrll 86 F21a = Pliny Natural History 7. 14. 'Phere is a passing reference to this 
originating Psyllus (without mention of his tomb) also at Stephanus of Byzantium s.v. WvXXoi. 
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from the serpent mythology generated in early Alexandria? It may be significant 
here that the Psylli only acquire their snakes in the literaiy record in the course of 
the third century bc. In due course the Psylli were introduced in their own right 
into the mythology of the fall of the Ptolemaic dynasty. Suetonius and Dio tell us 
that Octavian called in Psylli in an attempt to revive Cleopatra from her asp-bite, 
but that it was too late, for she was already dead.^^‘^ 


Agathos Daimon before Alexandria: 1. His identification with Sai 

When did Agathos Daimon become a serpent? There is no direct evidence for 
his serpent form prior to the foundation of Alexandria, but the evidence for his 
identification with the native-Egyptian anguiform god of destiny, §ai (Psais), 
emerges soon afterwards.This has led to the communis opinio that it 
was §ai‘ that gave his serpent form to Agathos Daimon, and that Agathos 
Daimon accordingly only acquired his serpent form after his arrival in Alexan¬ 
dria. But here it will be contended that Agathos Daimon was indeed 
already displaying his salient Alexandrian characteristics before arrival in 
the city and that he was indeed a serpent before Alexandria, with the corollary 
that Sai was selected to function as his interpretatio Aegyptia not least for that 
reason. 

The identification between Agathos Daimon and Sai had certainly been 
achieved by the time Manetho compiled his History of Egypt during the earlier 
part of the rule of the second Ptolemy, Philadelphus (r. 282-46 bc). A fragment 
of the History incorporates the principal Egyptian gods, some under their 
interpretatio-Graeca names, into a mythical First Dynasty of pharaohs, and 
Agathos Daimon is already amongst them, in second place, no less: Hephaestus, 
Agathos Daimon, Helios, Cronus, Osiris and Isis, Typhon, Homs, Ares, Anubis, 
Heracles, Apollo, Ammon, Tithoes, Sosos, Zeus.’^^ And, as we have seen, the 
originally native-Egyptian Oracle of the Pottery composed at some point over the 
following century, fully embraces the identification of Agathos Daimon with §ai, 
anticipating liberation in his abandonment of Alexandria for Memphis.Just 
possibly, the identification had taken place already towards the beginning of 
Soter’s reign. The tomb of Petosiris, of ‘the end of the fourth century [bc] , casts 
Sai as a local protective deity, a role that might already demonstrate an attraction 
towards Agathos Daimon’s concern for individual houses and households, 
found already in the old Greek evidence.In due course, as Agathos Daimon 
was identified with Sai, so his consort Agathe Tyche was similarly identified 
with Sai’s native-Egyptian serpent consort Renenwetet (Renenet).^'^^ But the 


Suetonius Augustus 17, Cassius Dio 51. 14. 

For Sai see Bonnet 1952: 671-4, Quaegebeur 1975: 130-2, 170-6, 217-23, Dunand 1981: 277, 
281, Koenen 1983: 148-9, Stoneman 2007: 532-3. 
e.g. Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1127, Graf 2000. 

Manetho FGrH 609 F3; cf. Quaegebeur 1975: 174-5, Dunand 1969: 37, 1981: 277. 

P.Oxy. 2332 lines 51-3; cf. Quaegebeur 1975: 170-6 and passhii. 

Quaegebeur 1975: 160-6, 171-2. 

Fraser 1972: i. 211 and ii. 359, Quaegebeur 1975 esp. 152-4, 173-4, Dunand 1981: 281. 
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contention that the pair of talking drakontes Soter designed in his own account 
of Alexander’s campaign to deliver the king and his army from the Libyan 
desert edready represent Sai’ and Renenwetet (irrespective of whether or not 
they also represent Agathos Daimon and Agathe Tyche) is speculative (see 
further Ch. 


Agathos Daimon before Alexandria: 2. The literary sources 

What can we know of Agathos Daimon before Alexandria? Literary and icono- 
graphic evidence must be considered, as must, given his emphatic association with 
house snakes in Alexandria, the evidence for any culture of house snakes in the old 
Greek world. These three fields prove hard to marry with each other, but collect¬ 
ively construct a profile of Agathos Daimon recognizably anticipatory of his 
Alexandrian form. 

The only literary evidence for Agathos Daimon that indisputably derives from 
the age before Alexandria is a series of brief allusions in Aristophanes and other 
fifth- and fourth-century bc comedians, all of which relate to a custom of giving 
dinner guests a cup of unmixed wine at the end of a meal, from which they pour a 
libation, declaring it to be ‘Of Agathos Daimon!Many of the relevant comic 
fragments are preserved by Athenaeus, who plausibly elucidates them with a 
quotation from Ptolemy’s contemporary, Theophrastus: ‘The unmixed wine 
given after the dinner they call the toast of Agathos Daimon. They only take a 
little of it, as reminding themselves of its strength, with a little sip, and of the god’s 
gift. 1 hey give it after satiety, so that the quantity drunk may be very small. And 
after doing obeisance three times, they take it from the table, so that in making 
supplication to the god, they may not do anything unseemly or have any strong 
desire to drink.’Athenaeus aligns with these texts also the c.200 bc words of 
Philochorus devoted not to Agathos Daimon but to Agathos Theos, ‘Good God’: 
The rule was made that after the food just enough unmixed wine should be 
offered to all to be a taste and a flavour of the power of Agathos Theos, but that the 
rest of the wine should be mixed. This is why the [sc. water-] nymphs were called 
the nurses of Dionysus.’Athenaeus is surely right to assume the identity of 
Agathos Daimon and Agathos Theos, and indeed we find drinking vessels 


Ptolemy IGrll 138 P8 apud Arrian Anabasis 3, 3, 4-6. So Roussel 1916: 91 and Eggermont 1975: 
113-16 and possibly Diinand 1981: 277. 

Aristophanes Knights 85-6, 106, Peace 300, Wasps 525 (with schol.); 'riieopompus Comiciis h'99 
K-A {apud schol. Aristophanes Wasps 525b); Nicostratus V19 K-A, Xenarchus F2 K-A, Eriphus F4 K-A 
(all apud Athenaeus 6921-693e); Aristophanes aside, all these fragments derive from the 4th century 
nc. Ganschinietz 1918: 44 sees the genitive as in origin an absolute, exclamatory one. The cognate 
Homeric phrase Sair ayaOrjv (Homer Iliad 23. 810) suggests that the name may have been intrinsically 
linked with the feast in origin; cf Harrison 1912: 280. 

Iheophrastus F72 Fortenbaugh. See also Suda s.v. AyaOoO Aatfxovoc. Theophrastus’ words 
explain Aristotle’s use of the term agathodainwnistai to mean ‘those who only drink small amounts’ 
at hudernian Ethics 1233b, the word being so glossed at Hesychius s.v. uyaOoduLpovicTar, cf. Cook 
1914-40: ii. 2, 1129. 

' Philochorus EGrll 328 F5a. Perhaps it was on the basis of some such saying that a doctor 
Philonides {apud Athenaeus 675b) and Diodorus 4. 3. 4 were subsequently to identify Agathos Daimon 
with Dionysus; Rohde 1925: 207 n. 133 dismisses the identification out of hand. 
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inscribed, seemingly in parallel, ‘Of Agathos Daimon’ and ‘Of Agathos Theos’J^^^ 
At the end of the first century ad Plutarch was still associating Agathos Daimon 
specifically with wine. He twice mentions a new-wine festival in his home town of 
Chaeronea, the ‘Day of Agathos Daimon’, which he says is equivalent to the Attic 
Pithoigia (‘Jar-Opening’) festival. 

Can we detect anything before Alexandria of the house- and household-wealth- 
protecting roles of Agathos Daimon or Agathoi Daimones in that city? His 
association with a drink taken after a dinner party situates him in a domestic 
context at any rate, and the timing of his special ritual at the end of the meal 
matches the timing of the Alexandrians’ offerings to their Agathoi Daimones. We 
have a much stronger projection of Agathos Daimon in the role of a general god of 
luck and with a special affinity for private houses in the pre-Ptolemaic era in 
Plutarch’s brief note to the effect that Tirnoleon dedicated his house at Syracuse to 
the god in celebration of his good luck, if this can be accepted as a genuine 
historical report.^'^^ The notion of Agathos Daimon as a protector of households 
and their produce admittedly emerges in the literary sources just prior to Plutarch. 
The Neronian-era Stoic Cornutus offers a part-rationalizing and part-syncretizing 
interpretation of the god explicitly built on such an idea: 

Agathos Daimon similarly symbolises the universe, itself also laden with fruits, or the 
principle of reason that presides over it, inasmuch as he divides and distributes due shares 
as a good distributor. He is a champion and preserver of household property, by virtue of 
preserving his own house in good condition and offering himself as an example to others. 
The horn of Amaltheia [sc. the cornucopia, the horn of plenty] is his special attribute, in 
which there grow at once all the things that grow in their individual seasons... ’ 

And similarly the third-century ad Porphyry was to speak in part-rationalizing 
fashion of Agathoi Daimones as being the progeny of the universal soul that 
exercise a benign care over animals and fruits and also over the weather and 
seasons, so that they can flourish. 


Agathos Daimon before Alexandria: 3. The iconographic sources 

Some hold that we find Agathos Daimon represented as a serpent in a single pre- 
Ptolemaic (or effectively pre-Ptolemaic) image, the ‘fourth-century’ relief from 
Boeotian Eteonos, now in Berlin: a man leading a small boy by the hand offers a 


Ganschinietz 1918: 38 rejected the identification but it is accepted by Harrison 1912: 286, Cook 
1914-40: ii. 2, 1129 (with the vase evidence), Mitropoulou 1977: 174, Dunand 1981: 280. Atbenaeus 
adjacently supplies an unattributed story about one of the Syracusan tyrants named Dionysius. In order 
to steal a golden table from a temple of Asclepius, be drank the unmixed wine ot Agathos Daimon and 
then ‘ordered the table to be taken away’, the drinking of Agathos Daimon’s wine normally signifying 
the end of the meal and the removal of the tables upon which it had been seiwed. Cicero Nature oj the 
Gods 3. 84 has a more general story in which Dionysius stole the silver tables inscribed bonorum 
deoruruy a term that seems closer to Agathos Theos. 

Plutarch Moralia 655e, 735d. See Dunand 1969: 45, 1981: 111. 

1-16 Plutarch Moralia 542e: /cat rlju oiVtar Ayathu dai/xoia KaOiepiucac. 

Cornutus Theologiae Graecae Compendiwn pp. 51-2 Lang. 

Porphyry On Abstinence 2. 38; cf also 2. 53. 
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cake to a large bearded serpent that emerges from a cave.^'^'^ But the image does 
not carry the god’s name, and the serpent could as well be Zeus Meilichios or one 
of the other anguiform manifestations of Zeus. 

A unique ‘fourth-century bc’ votive relief from Mytilene (now in the Samos 
Museum) is perhaps the best candidate for a pre-Ptolemaic image of Agathos 
Daimon in serpent form, though the case is far from secure. A rampant snake coils 
upon a rock and is approached by three adoring male worshippers. Against the 
rock lies a caduceus, with its own entwining-snakes motif The caduceus, which 
properly belongs to Hermes, is one of a range of attributes given to the serpentine 
Agathos Daimon on the coinage of Roman Egypt from the reign of Nero onwards. 
This represents quite a chronological and cultural gap, so we may be dealing here 
with coincidence rather than continuity. But in the Greek Magical Papyri, also 
from Roman Egypt (the papyri in question are fourth- to fifth-century ad, but 
reflect a tradition ultimately Hellenistic in origin), we find Agathos Daimon being 
explicitly associated with Hermes, and that too in his ancient traditional role as a 
bringer of luck and wealth, the role that indeed brings him so close to Agathos 
Daimon’s central province. Thus, in a spell to be uttered by the magician as a herb 
is picked, he is to declare, ‘I am Hermes. I take you with Agathe Tyche and 
Agathos Daimon both at a good hour and on a good day that is efficacious for all 
things.’ And in a love spell the magician is again to declare, ‘I know you, Hermes, 
and you me. I am you and you I. Do everything for me, and may you incline to me 
together with Agathe Tyche and Agathos Daimon.’And a note in Hesychius 
may imply that Hermes could play the same role as Agathos Daimon in being 
toasted at the end of a meal.'^^ 

I he earliest certain representation of Agathos Daimon as a serpent from the old 
Greek world is, alas, post-Ptolemaic in both date and conception (Fig. 8.3). It is 
also the finest extant image of him to suiwive from antiquity. It takes the form of a 
Hellenistic relief from a private house (cf Timoleon?) on Delos. A huge bearded 
serpent coils over a draped altar flanked by two humanoid figures who wear 
Sarapian calathos-headdresses and who seemingly merge Isis and Agathe Tyche 
on the one hand and Sarapis and Agathos Daimon on the other. In other words, 
Agathos Daimon appears simultaneously in two guises (as indeed Asclepius and 
Hygieia do regularly). Both humanoid figures hold the cornucopias particularly 
associated with Agathos Daimon and Agathe Tyche. The male figure also holds a 
phialcy for his own serpent no doubt (as Hygieia again regularly does), though the 


/JMC Agathodaimon no. 6 = Harrison 1912: 283 fig. 73 = Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1152 fig. 967 = 
Mitropoiilou 1977: 135 no. 25. Dunand (L/MC ad loc.) and Harrison take this to be Agathos Daimon. 
Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1151-2 and Mitropoiilou prefer Zeus Meilichios, and the superficial resemblance 
of this relief, cave aside, to the 4th-century nc Attic Zeus Meilichios reliefs is indeed strong. 

Mytilene relief: Mitropoiilou 1977: 178-80 with fig. 92. Coins: L/MC Agathodaimon nos. 31, 35. 
See Dunand 1969: 36, 1981: 281. PGM IV. 2999-3000 (4th cent, ad, reflecting a 2nd-cent. original), 
VIII. 49-52 (4th-5th cent. ad). Agathos Daimon is associated with Hermes also in the Ilermctic Corpus 
(10. 23, and 12. 1) where he takes on the role of Nous (‘Mind’) to instruct Hermes. There has been a 
tendency to connect the Roman-Hgyptian Agathos Daimon’s caduceus with Hermes rather in his 
chthonic, psychopomp aspect, and so to hariolate for Agathos Daimon a funerary role in that land: 
Dunand 1969: 36 and 1981: 281, Mitropoiilou 1977: 155. 

'Hesychius s.v. T)>/t7/c; cf. Ganschinietz 1918: 43. 
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Fig. 8.3. Agathos Daimon coils on his draped altar. He is attended by Isis-Agathe Tyche 
and Sarapis-Agathos Daimon (i.e. himself in humanoid form). Domestic relief from Delos, 
Hellenistic. Delos Museum, LIMC Agathodaimon 3. Redrawn by Eriko Ogden. 

serpent does not appear to be taking much interest in it.''^“ Some context for the 
image is offered by a late-third-century bc domestically flavoured inscription also 
from Delos. This records a dedication by one ‘Athenion son of Hephaestion, 
Macedonian, and his wife Myrtis, to Agathos Daimon, in accordance with the 
god’s instruction’.We find a simplified version of the Delos image also in a 
rather crude late Hellenistic relief in the Syracuse Museum from Akrai. Ihis 
shows an anguiform Agathos Daimon coiling around a lighted altar accompanied 
by a humanoid Agathe Tyche, who holds a cornucopia and now also the phiale. 
The simply drawn serpent is not only bearded but sports something on the top of 
his head that seems to resemble the Egyptian Agathos Daimon’s pshent rather 
more than a crest. 


LIMC Agathodaimon no. 3 = Mitropoiiloii 1977: 164-5 no. 8; ct. Bulard 1907 (with fig. 24), 
Picard 1944-5: 265-8 (with fig. 14; did the relief originate in the nearby Dionysiac Stibadeion?), Fraser 
1972: ii. 356-7 n. 164 and Dunand 1981: 278, 280. 

IG xi.4 no. 1273; cf. F'raser 1972: i. 210-11, ii. 358. 

Syracuse Museum 36968 = Mitropoulou 1977: 165 no. 9 and (ig. 84. Note also Mitropoulou 
1977: 166 no. 13 (no illustration): ‘Agathe Tyche reclining on a couch holding a horn of plenty offering 
libation to a snake’. At any rate, Graf 2000: 319 is slapdash to assert that Agathos Daimon was never 
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There are in fact only two certainly pre-Ptolemaic images of Agathos Daimon 
extant, and these both represent him in humanoid form. First, a relief of the 
late fourth century found to the east of the Parthenon is dedicated to ‘Agathos 
Daimon and Agathe Tyche’. Below the inscription a male bearded figure holds a 
cornucopia and is accompanied actually by two female figures. ^ Secondly, a 
broken relief from Thespiae of the last quarter of the fourth century bc carries the 
dedication ‘Hagestrotos, Timokrateia, Ptoilleia, Empedonika, to Agathos Daimon’ 
and shows a bearded, avuncular, seated figure being approached by two worship¬ 
pers. He holds a cornucopia and an eagle sits beneath his throne. The first of 
these reliefs leads us to the presumption that Agathos Daimon was humanoid in 
form too in the pair of statues of Bonus Eventus and Bona Fortuna that Pliny tells us 
were made by Praxiteles (fl. c.375-30 bc) and that could in his day be seen on the 
Roman Capitol. And all three of these images, in pairing Agathos Daimon with 
Agathe Tyche, seemingly bestow upon the god a wider province, namely that of 
good fortune in general, than is evident from the literary sources of the same age. 

Despite the complete absence of serpent imagery here, these two reliefs para¬ 
doxically constitute the strongest indication we have that Agathos Daimon was 
nonetheless on occasion conceptualized as a serpent in the pre-Ptolemaic Greek 
world. This is because the syndrome of these humanoid reliefs corresponds so 
closely with those of the later-fourth-century bc humanoid reliefs of Zeus Mei- 
lichios, Zeus Ktesios, and above all Zeus Philios, all of whom, as we have seen, 
enjoyed parallel iconographic careers as serpents. Two of the images of Zeus 
Philios discussed above are of particular interest here: the c.347 bc Aristomache 
relief in which Zeus Philios is given both Agathos Daimon’s traditional cornuco¬ 
pia and his traditional consort Agathe Tyche,and the 324-322 bc Eranistai 
relief, the remains of which preserve an eagle sitting beneath the throne, which 
coincides so well in this respect with the Thespian relief of Agathos Daimon. ^ 


represented as a serpent in the Greek world. Agathos Daimon may also have been represented 
aniconically on occasion, as was Zeus Meilichios. A stele with a coned top thought to be ‘later than 
the fourth century ad’ from Tegea carries the inscription ‘Daimon Agathos’: L/MC Agathodaimon 1 = 
Mitropoulou 1977: 163-4 no. 7 and fig. 83; cf. Dunand 1981: 280. 

LIMC Agathodaimon 4 = Mitropoulou 1977: 159-60 no. 1 and fig. 79. There is insufficient 
evid^ence to associate Mitropoulou 1977: 159-61 no. 2 and fig. 80 with Agathos Daimon. 

IG vii. 1815 = LIMC Agathodaimon 2 = Mitropoulou 1977: 16192 no. 3 and fig. 81. Other 
humanoid statues and reliefs, none of them inscribed, and none of them earlier than the late 4th 
century ik:, have also been advanced as possible representations of Agathos Daimon. Chief among 
thCvSe is a marble statue from Kallion, now in the Delphi Museum and dated to the 3rd century bc, of a 
standing, avuncular, bearded man with a cornucopia: Delphi Museum 11424 = LIMC Agathodaimon 
5a. For other possible contenders, see Mitropoulou 1977: 169-70 no. 1 with fig. 85, 16-71 no. 2 with 
fig. 86, 169-71 no. 3 with fig. 87 (all late 4th cent. bc). 

Pliny Natural History 36. 23; Mitropoulou 1977: 166. Pliny Natural History 34. 77 also mentions 
a bronze Bonus Eventus at Rome by Huphranor, in which the god holds a patera (phiale) in his right 
hand and a corn-ear and poppies in his left hand; this last would seem to correspond with Roman 
images of the god as a standing youth: cf. Harrison 1912: 303 fig. 82 (blue-glass cameo plaque in the 
British Museum inscribed ‘Bonus Eventus’) and Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1126-7 with further coin images. 

Copenhagen Ny Carlsberg Clyptothek 1558 = IG ir 4627 = Harrison 1912: 312 fig. 90, 1922: 355 
fig. 106, Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1162 fig. 970 = Mitropoulou 1977: 102-3 no. 6 and fig. 42. Zeus Philios is 
also found paired with Agathe Tyche in the Erythrai inscription, L. Robert 1933. 

‘ Athens EM 8738 = IG ii“ 2935 = Mitropoulou 1977: 99-100 no. 1 and fig. 39. Eor the particular 
relevance of the iconography of Zeus Philios to Agathos Daimon cf., broadly, Dunand 1981: 280. 
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Unfortunately, we know nothing about the early representation of Agathos 
Theos. Although he is known from Tegean inscriptions from the fourth century 
BC (until the first),we are given no indication of his form until the second or 
third century ad, the date of an illustrated and inscribed stele in the Epidaurus 
Museum, if indeed it can be assumed to bear upon the same, continuous entity. 
The stele is dedicated by one Tiberius Claudius Xenocles, who had served as a 
‘firebearer, and carries the legend ‘of Agathos Theos’. A seated, front-facing 
bearded man is shown, holding a sceptre and a cornucopia. Across his lap 
winds a serpent. 


Agathos Daimon before Alexandria: 

4. The evidence for house-protecting snakes 

So we can contemplate the possibility that Agathos Daimon could have a special 
relationship with individual houses and households before he came to Egypt and 
we can be reasonably confident that he was already conceptualized as, inter alia, a 
serpent. But the aspect of his Alexandrian manifestation that it is hardest to find 
anticipated in the evidence for old Greece is the culture of keeping actual ‘house 
snakes’. In many snake-rich countries, including those of contemporary Europe, 
India, and the Ear East, we find the initially surprising phenomenon ol the ‘house 
snake’, that is to say, a local snake that is encouraged to make its home in or near a 
house so that it will consume and deter rats and mice. Such snakes are regarded, 
more generally, as bringers of good fortune, and to kill one is to invite the 
opposite. They are greeted and, symbolically at any rate, fed.*^“ A house-snake 
culture of this sort would certainly have fitted comfortably into the Greeks 
traditional ways of thinking about drakontes, to the formation of which, indeed, 
it could even have contributed: it would have chimed well with the notion of the 
drakon as enjoying a special bond with the earth, with the notion that the drakon 

Mitropoulou 1977: 174-6 nos. 2-3; there is little firm basis upon which to associate the Tegean 
herrn, Mitropoulou no. 4, which carries a snake-image without inscription, with this or any other god. 

IG iw 406 = LIMC Agathodaimon 44 = Mitropoulou 1977: 174-5 no. 1 and fig. 89 = Harrison 
1912: 285 fig. 75. We cannot know the date of the temple of Agathos Theos on the road from Mainalos 
to Megalopolis mentioned at Pausanias 8. 36. 5. 

Modern Greece: B. Schmidt 1871: 184-7, Lawson 1910: 260, Bolte and Polivka 1913-32: ii. 459- 
65, Nilsson 1938: 162-3, 1949: 325, Spyridakis 1958-9, Blum and Blum 1970: 125-6 (nos. 11-13), 
Bodson 1978: 76-7. Mere house snakes crawl propitiously over grain piles or sit on olive-oil barrels, and 
are given bread and milk (which they cannot consume). I'hey can be known as vou<oi<vf)r]c (mastei of 
the house) or rmraKac (power of the place) and greeted with such phrases as m o voiKOKvpyc, va o 
((wXaKdc, va TO crotxeio rov cttltiov [xac. Leopard snakes more specifically are known as of/>ic o oiklukoc 
or cTTirrx/nSo. Sweden: Nilsson 1938: 162-3, 1940: 71-3, 1949: 326. Nilsson knew Swedish farmers 
whose cowsheds were crowded with snakes that brought luck to the cattle, and which were supposedly 
fed (appropriately) with milk. 4’hey were known by the terms tomtorm (luck-worm) or gdrdsonn (yard- 
worm). India: Vogel 1926: 5, 19-20. Here it is believed that each hoiuse has a tutelary serpent, known as 
a Vastu-Sarpa. A snake that enters the house is held to represent the vSoul of a dead ancestor; it is fed 
and given sacrifice. Japan: K.-D. Schulz 1996 pi. 51c, with caption. Korea: Hahn 1969, K.-l). Schulz 
1996: 67; here Elaphe schreucki anomala is held to embody a house spirit and never killed. Llsewhere: 
Nilsson 1949: 325 also has notes on Albania, Serbia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Italian (kdabria, Lithuania. 
Again the recurring themes are of a small, luck-bringing snake that lives in the walls of the house, is 
supposedly fed on milk, and is killed to disastrous effect. 
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was the best and most vigilant of guardians (Ch. 4), and with the notion that 
heroes might protect their special part of the earth, their tombs, in the form of a 
drakon (Ch. 7). 

The pre-Alexandrian evidence for house snakes in the Greek world begins, such 
as it is, with the oikouros ophis that Herodotus tells lived on the Athenian 
Acropolis, abandoning it in anticipation of the Persian invasion of 479 
This bore a title that declared it to be a ‘house-guardian snake’. Even if the house 
in question is that of a god rather than of a family, and even if the snake did not 
exist, the existence of the title itself presumably attests the concept. In Sophocles’ 
Philoctetes of 409 we are told that Philoctetes received his notorious viper-bite to 
the foot because he approached ‘the secret house-guarding snake’, the guardian of 
the goddess Chryse, that guarded her unhidden precinct. This snake, guardian 
again of a god’s house, looks like a derivative of the Acropolis’ guardian, not least 
in view of the feict that ancient commentators indentified Chryse with Athene, as 
we have seen (Ch. 3).^^’'^ Theophrastus’ Characters is thought closely datable to 

319 Bc, and so coincides well with the early days of Ptolemy’s Alexandria. 
When its Superstitious Man finds snakes in his house, he calls upon Sabazius if it 
is a pareias snake and founds a heroon if it is of the ‘sacred’ (hieros) variety. In 
context these must be absurd overreactions, but the appropriate reaction they 
exceed may have been the greeting and honouring of a house snake. (There is, 
I suppose, a remote possibility that Ptolemy had already established the heroon 
cult of Agathos Daimon in Alexandria in 319 bc —the Alexander Aegiochus statue 
type, which first attests it, may, as we have seen, have been developed as early as 

320 BC—and that Theophrastus is satyrically alluding in timely fashion to the new 
Agathos Daimon cult here.) 

We only begin to get plainer evidence for house snakes in the imperial period, 
and this first on the Roman side. Pliny asserts that ‘the Aesculapian snake {anguis 
Aesculapius) was brought to Rome from Epidaurus and is commonly kept in 
houses.The identification of house snakes with the snake that embodied 
Asclepius as he came to the city is curious, but as with the Agathoi Daimones 
house snakes of Alexandria, perhaps the actual snakes kept were held somehow to 
be latter-day embodiments of the single great serpent of the originating story. It is 
only in the second century ad onwards that we seem to get relatively firm evidence 
for house snakes on the Greek side. From this point we have Pollux’s note on the 
ophis orophias, the supposed ‘(under)-roof snake’, which Hesychius subsequently 


Herodotus 8. 41; cf. also Aristophanes Lysistrata 758-9. Further discussion in Ch. 10. 

Sophocles Philoctetes 1326-8 Kpv^noc ou<ovpojv oc/nc. Commentators: Schol. Homer Iliad 2. 722, 
Eustathius on Homer Iliad 2. 274, 4’zetzes on Lycophron Alexandra 911. 

Based on the content of tlie gossip about Folyperchon and Cassander in Characters 8; see 
Rusten, Cunningham, and Knox 1993: 8-11. 

I heophrastus Characters 16. 4. It seems unlikely that the snake described as hieros here should 
be identified with the ps.-Aristotelian hieros ophis discussed in Ch. 6, pace Higgle 2004 ad loc. 

Pliny Natural History 29. 72; see Ch. 9. Suetonius Tiberius 72 tells that 1’iberius had a pet draco 
lie used to feed from his own hand; whether this should be seen as a house-snake, however, is unclear, 
since he took it with him from Capri on an abortive visit to Rome, turning back when he found that it 
had been devoured by ants. 
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describes as ‘a snake of the variety that lives in the house*. The fundamentally 
antiquarian tradition of ancient scholarship may well, however, preserve material 
from Classical Greece. 

And it is from the second century ad that we at last find explicit Greek evidence 
for the linking of the term Agathos Daimon itself to a house snake. Lucian 
describes the elderly second-century ad Cynic Demonax eating and sleeping in 
whichever house he happened to be passing without invitation, with the occu¬ 
pants regarding his visits as divine epiphanies, ‘as if an agathos daimon had come 
into their house*.The ever-Classicizing Lucian*s imagery may well reflect that 
of the Classical or at any rate the early Hellenistic age. Such a possibility is strongly 
supported by the similarly Classicizing fourth-century ad Julian*s claim that the 
Greeks used to inscribe over the gateways to their houses a welcoming message to 
another famous Cynic, the fourth-century bc Crates, ‘Entrance for Crates, 
Agathos Daimon*,^^^ as well as by the fragment, discussed above, of the third- 
century BC comic poet Diodorus of Sinope in which a parasite who visits houses 
without invitation to devour their food boldly compares himself to the allied Zeus 
Philios.^^^ 

The three fields of evidence considered here collectively suggest that the pre- 
Alexandrian Agathos Daimon had much in common with the post-Alexandrian 
one, and that, in particular, he was already a snake. 


Agathos Daimon in Roman Egypt 

The vast majority of our extant images of Agathos Daimon derive from Roman 
Egypt. Alexandrian coins give the clearest indication of his high age: he is 
prominent on them between the reigns of Nero and Gallienus (ad 54-268), and 
experiences particular popularity in the Antonine period (ad 138-93). 

In the bulk of his extant images, mainly reliefs and terracottas, and some coins, 
he is paired with Agathe Tyche, and the pair is assimilated also to Sarapis and Isis- 
Therniouthis.*^^ Agathos Daimon/Sarapis takes the form of a generic serpent, 
sports a beard, and wears a pshent (double crown), whereas Agathe lyche/Isis- 
Thermouthis takes the form of a uraeus or puffed-out cobra and wears the Isiac 
crown. The pair rear up from the ground and face each other, their coils forming a 
modern infinity-symbol shape below (a configuration also used for Glycon, who 
likewise flourished in the Antonine age). Agathos Daimon/Sarapis more com¬ 
monly appears on the right-hand side, but the rule is not absolute.In the 


if-B pyjjyx 7. 120, creya^e^l^ ipcTTreiv, reyoc TTfwreyLov, opotjiov rrapojfHxjn^a, oOev kul opo(l)iac 
Hesychius S.v. opotfnac- 6<fnc tmv Kar oikulv. Photius S.V. ’Of/)ic dpO(f)(ac: Xeyerai ovrtoc. Discussion at 
Sancassano 1996: 51-2. 

lAician Demonax 63. 

‘ Julian Orations 6. 17. 'I’he Suda s.v. Kpdrrjc tells of Crates’ habit ol fearlessly entering the houses 
of anyone he chose, to earn the nickname ‘Door-opener’. Ct. Ganschinietz 1918: 39-40. 

Diodorus of Sinope P2 K-A apiid Athenaeus 239a-l. 

Dunand 1969: 10, 1981: 281. 

Praser 1972: i. 211, Mitropoulou 1977: 79-81, Dunand 1981: 281-2, Clerc and Leclant 1994: 687. 

LIMC Agathodaimon 10, 12-22, 35 (coins, Hadrian to Otacilia Severa), 38; Dunand 1969 passitn 
and 1981: 281. 
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principal variation of this style, the two serpents bear human faces or heads. 
Agathos Daimon/Sarapis’ face is recognizably that of Sarapis, and in these cases he 
wears Sarapis’ calathos rather than the pshent. Agathe Tyche/Isis-Thermouthis is 
sometimes humanoid down as far as the breasts or waist, resembling a female 
anguipede of the old Greek Echidna style. A humanoid Harpocrates stands 
between them.*^^ Occasionally the Agathos Daimon-Agathe Tyche pair is re^ 
placed by a pair, seemingly, of Agathoi Daimones: whether these really are 
supposed to represent two male Agathoi Daimones as opposed to the familiar 
male-female pair in more simplified and symmetrical form is unclear to the 
present author. 

Sometimes Agathos Daimon/Sarapis does appear alone in one of these guises, 
occasionally in reliefs or terracottas, but more often so in the more restrictive 
media of intaglios or coins. The restricted space of coins does not prevent him, 
however, from being decorated with a range of attributes on them.’^^ On some he 
is winged,^^^ on others, as we have seen, he rides a galloping horse.On others 
again he holds in his coils corn-ears, poppies, palm fronds, torches, sistrums, 
cudgels or, as we have also seen, a caduceus.^^^ The wheat-ears, poppies, and 
cudgels seem indicative of Agathos Daimon’s role as a promoter of agrarian 
fertility. 

Agathos Daimon is often identified at this point also with the Egyptian Cneph(is), 
Cnoubis, Cnouphi, or Chnoum. This is found in an alternative version of the 
Oracle of the Potter^^^^ in the first- to second-century ad Philo of Byblos,^^"^ in a 
series of Graeco-Egyptian magical intaglios dated approximately to the third 
century and in a third- to fourth-century ad spell for a favour charm in 

the Greek Magical Papyri in which the enactor is to claim to know that ‘Cnouphi’ 
is one of the secret names of Agathos Daimon. In the hymns of Isidorus at 


Thus LIMC Agathodaimon 27, 28 (lamp inscribed yiyaOoSaifjL ovoc), 38, 39 (humanoid Isis- 
Thcrmoulhis?), 41, 53. 

I hiis LIMC Agatliodaimon 42: a pair of uncrowned Agathoi Daimones surround a bust of 
Sarapis. 

Reliefs: Agathos Daimon appears alone in LIMC Agathodaimon 11 and 23. In the former he 
bears a thyrsus and caduceus. Terracotta: L/MC Agathodaimon 40 (with cudgel and poppies). Intaglios: 
LIMC Agathodaimon 24-6. In 26 Agathos Daimon offers his traditional-styled head to a double¬ 
headed figure, the other head being 'fhoth’s ibis. The figure has crocodile feet. 7’he reverse carries the 
inscription Chnoubis’ (cf. ‘Chnoum’), which may represent an Egyptianizing name for Agathos 
Daimon. Coins: LIMC Agathodaimon 29 (Domitian to Gallianus). 

See generally Dunand 1969: 25-30. 

/>/MC Agathodaimon 30. 

LIMC Agathodaimon 32, 34. 

LIMC Agathodaimon 31, 33, 35, 36. These details are laid out systematically by Dunand in 
relation to the different imperial reigns at 1969: 26-30. 

Cf. Dunand 1969: 35, 41. 

P. Rainer G 19813. 

Philo of Byblos LGrH 790 E4 apud Eusebius Praeparatio Evangelica 1. 10. 49-50. 

e.g. Michel 2001 nos. 304-38 (esp. no. 313). But on some intaglios the serpent seems primarily 
identifiable as Agathos Daimon tout court: e.g. Michel 2001 no. 39 (1st cent, bc), showing a human¬ 
headed, split-tailed (cf Glycon) serpent with poppies in his coils. 

PGM VII. 1023. Note also Michael Italikos (12th cent, ao) at Crunmer Auecdota Oxoniensia iii. 
171: ‘Cnouphis, the Egyptians’ Agathos Daimon’. See Ganschinietz 1918: 51-3, Hopfner 1921-4, ii. 1 § 
133, Dunand 1981:277. 
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Madinet Madi Agathos Daimon is identilied, in his role as protector and disburser of 
riches {ploutodotes), with the crocodile god Soconopis.^^^ 

The frequency of Agathos Daimon’s appearances in the Greek Magical Papyri 
of the second to fifth century ad is indeed testimony to his currency in Roman 
Egypt (though the culture the papyri reflect has Hellenistic roots).Only 
occasionally is his drakon form explicitly saluted here.‘^"^ It is in the nature of 
these texts that he is identified with a broad range of other deities of a mostly quite 
abstract nature. Recurring addresses to him that describe him as processing 
through the heavens, with the earth flourishing, plants becoming fruitful, and 
animals procreating at his will, seem to describe a deity that Cornutus and indeed 
his own emperor Nero, with his desire for universal rule, might have recog¬ 
nized. So too, perhaps, the claim that the positive effluxes of stars, demons 
and fates are his.^'^^ But he also retains his other, older roles: as a bringer of general 
good luck, more specifically as a promoter of trade success, and as a power with a 
connection to a specific place. 

A note on Sarapis and his own anguiform affinities is apt. Prior to his identifi¬ 
cation with Agathos Daimon, Sarapis may have been identified rather with an 
anguiform Asclepius.*^^ Tacitus and Plutarch tell that the Sarapis cult was initi¬ 
ated in Alexandria when the god appeared to Ptolemy Soter in a dream and asked 
him to bring his statue from Sinope. The chronographers date the arrival of the 
statue between 286 and 278 bc (but note that Soter died in 282 bc).*^‘^ According 
to Plutarch, Soter’s advisers Timotheus and Manetho told him, upon the statue’s 
arrival, that it represented Plouton (i.e. Hades), because accompanied by Cerberus 
and a drakon.^'^^'' Tacitus notes that others judged the god to be Asclepius, and it 
must be admitted that the combination of dog and serpent as attributes speaks 
loudly of this god too, and reminds us in particular of the great cult image of 
Asclepius at Epidaurus made by Thrasymedes of Paros in the later fourth century 
BC, which Pausanias tells us was accompanied by a dog and a drakon. ’ And 
Sarapis seems to have offered healing through incubation during his earliest days 


Text at Vogliano 1936 and Vanderlip 1972, §§ ii. 9-10, iv. 23-4; cf. Vandeiiip 1972: 38. Bernand 
1969: 631-52; Dunand 1969: 9-10, 1981: 277. 

For lists of his appearances in the PGM with and without Agathe 'Fyche, see PGM index vol. Reg. 
iv p. 213 (where available) and Bonnechere 2003: 234 n. 42. Discussion at Ganschinietz 1918: 55-7. 

Thus PGM IV. 995 and PGM IV. 2427-9, where a dmkCm that perforins part of a complex 
magical model for acquiring business is to be inscribed with the name ‘Agathos Daimon . 1 here are 
identifications with other deities at e.g. PGM I. 27, IV. 1710-11. 

PGM IV. 1607-18, VII. 492-3, XII. 134-5, 242, XIII. 770-2, XXI. 6-8, XXXVI. 217-17. 

PGM XII. 254-5, XIII. 780-3, XXI. 15-16. 

Good luck: PGM IV. 2427-9, 2999-3000, 3162-8, VII. 1023, VIII. 49-52, LXl. 7-8. Trade 
success: PGM XII. 104-5. Specific place: PGM VII. 506-7, XII. 104-5. 

Fraser 1972: i. 207, 256-7. For the cult of Sarapis see Fraser 1960, 1967, Hornbostel 1973, 
Castiglione 1978, Tinh 1983, Clerc and Leclant 1994. 

Fraser 1972: i. 247. It is difiicult to know what to do with the problematic claim Arrian ascribes 
to the EphcttierideSy to the effect that Sarapis had had a temple in Babylon into which he had declined to 
receive Alexander just before he died: Anabasis 7. 26. 2; cl. Plutarch Alexander 76. Fraser 1967, 1972: i. 
249 and l-ggermont 1975: 112-13 find retrospective tampering with the Uphemerides here. Bosworth 
1971: 118-20 and 1988: 167-70 finds a cult of Osiris-Apis established by Egyptian expatriates. 

Plutarch Isis and OsiriSy Moralia 361-2; 'Facitus Histories 4. 83-4. Cerberus sits beside Sarapis in 
some of his surviving iconography: L/A/C Sarapis nos. 1-3, 5-6, 8a, 8c, 9-12, 14, 127-8, 135, 154a, 198. 

Pausanias 2. 27. 2; cf. Fraser 1972: i. 247. 
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in the city. According to Diogenes Laertius, Sarapis restored Demetrius of Phaler- 
on’s sight to him when he lost it in Alexandria. Demetrius accordingly composed 
paeans to him every day. This must relate to the period between 307 bc, when 
Demetrius was expelled from Athens, and 282 bc, when Philadelphus succeeded 
his father to the throne and expelled Demetrius from Alexandria for opposing his 
succession.According to Artemidorus, Demetrius composed five books on 
Sarapis’ incubation cures. 


Protective images 

It seems to have been held that images of Agathoi Daimones could in themselves 
exercise a protective function for a house. In the murals of Pompeii frozen in ad 
79 pairs of strongly Egyptianized, symmetrical Agathoi Daimones, in which both 
are bearded and wear the pshent (double crown), appear several times. One image 
derives from the temple of Isis, and in this the serpents face each other across a 
cista mystica (mystic basket) emblazoned with a crescent moon. In a second the 
pair face each other in a verdant field across an altar on which sit an egg and a 
pine-cone. In a third the pair face each other around a male form, whilst a 
humanoid Isis-Fortuna stands to the right.These images of serpents strongly 
resemble those in other Pompeian (and Herculanean) murals drawn beneath 
images of the traditional Roman household-protecting gods, the Lares. In these, 
typically, pairs of symmetrical serpents, sometimes with beards and crests, face 
each other in a verdant field across an altar on which lies an egg or eggs and other 
fruits. Sometimes we just have a single serpent in a verdant field facing its altar.“^^^ 
Ihe identification between the two groups of serpents is almost complete.“^^ The 
Lares themselves were ancestral spirits, as is well known. Perhaps the snakes that 
accompanied them were—now at last—also so conceived.“^“ In the Aeneid Virgil 
famously speaks of the spirit of Anchises inhabiting the site of his tomb in the 
form of a snake as genius loci. His fourth-century ad commentator Servius notes 
ad loc. that no place is without its genius, and this is commonly manifest in the 


Diogenes Laertius 5. 78-9 = Hermippus L'69 Wehrli. An early Ptolemaic-period dedication in 
t lanks for healing at the Memphite Serapeum suggests that the god was established in this role from an 
early stage in Memphis too: see Fraser 1972: i. 256-7, ii, 402 n. 498 (with the text). 

Diogenes Laertius 5. 76 = Demetrius of Phaleron F68 Wehrli; Artemidorus Oneirocritica 2. 44 = 
Demetrius of Phaleron F99 Wehrli; cf. Fraser 1972: i. 257. 

L/MC Agathodaimon 7-9, with Dunand 1981 ad loc. 

Pairs of serpents LIMC Lar, Lares 33 (Herculaneum, verdant field), 37 (altar, two eggs), 38 
(altar), 63 (altar), 65 (altar), 68 (altar, verdant field), 70 (altar, fruits, and eggs), 71 (altar, leafy 
branches), 72 (altar, eggs), 74 (altar, verdant field). Single serpents: 34, 35 (altar, verdant field), 36 
(altar, field of roses, river god), 39 (altar), 64 (altar, river god), 67 (altar, verdant field), 69 (altar), 75, 76 
(coiling aiound an altar), 78 (altar), 79, 80 (altar), 81 (Rome, 1st cent, ad relief, serpent coils around 
altar). 

1 he lapidary and somewhat dismissive assertion of Tinh 1992: 212 that the Lares-accompanying 
serpents are genii loci seems inadequate. 

1 he notion that Agathos Daimon was in origin the ghost of a family ancestor is signally absent 
from the early sources for him, but it was once firmly held: thus Harrison 1912: 276-316 (esp. 294-7), 
Cook 1914-40: ii. 2, 1125 and Rohde 1925: 207-8 n. 133; due scepticism from Fraser 1972: ii. 357 
n. 164. 
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form of a snake’, whilst he elsewhere notes that genii is the Roman term for 
Agathoi Daimones, and that they ‘rejoice in houses’.“^^'^ On this basis, it is possible 
that the image of Agathos Daimon on the Delos relief also served to protect the 
house in which it was located. Robert speculates that an 82-cm high, now headless, 
bronze model of a coiling serpent found in a niche in an imperial-period house in 
Ephesus may also have served a similar house-protecting function. The serpent 
would reach as much as 7 m in length if uncoiled.^^^'^ 


CONCLUSION 

We have considered here the first group of the benign anguiform deities that rose 
at the end of the fifth century bc, those that concerned themselves with the 
promotion of wealth and good luck, most importantly the kindly, not at all 
threatening Zeus Meilichios, whose massive serpent form is celebrated in some 
particularly fine iconography, and Agathos Daimon, who, building on his estab¬ 
lished profile in the later Classical Greek world, came to play such an important 
foundational role at Alexandria. The frequency of Agathos Daimon’s appearances 
on the coins and intaglios and in the papyri of Roman Egypt, and (relatively so, at 
any rate) on the walls of Pompeii is testimony to the pervasive and highly visible 
presence of this god in the pagan world into which Christianity emerged. Here 
was a prominent serpent deity in which the Christians could find the Devil 
manifest, as they could too in the even more prominent Asclepius, to whom we 
turn next. 


Virgil Aeneid 5. 84, with Servius ad loc.: nuUus locus sine geiiio cst qui per angiietn plcrumquc 
ostenditur. Semus on Virgil Georgies 3. 417: gaudei tectis ut sunt ayadol SaiiLovcc quos Latini genios 
vocant. Ganschinietz 1918: 46-7 collates evidence for the use of Saifxovoc dyaOov -f gen. or Sai(Lovcov 
dyaOojv + gen. functioning as the Greek trans. of Latin D/s Manihus + gen. For genii see Hild 
1877-1919, Otto 1910, Rose 1923, Latte 1967: 103-7. A female ^'cm/i/s is a iuno: [Tibullus] 3. 12. 1, 
Seneca Letters 110. 1, Petronius 25. 4, Pliny 'Natural History 2. 16, CIL 11. 944. 

L. Robert 1989. 
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The gods of good luck and plenty were not the only ones to be conceptualized and 
represented as drakotites from the late tilth century onwards. So too were the 
major healing gods, as well as certain other gods with cults influenced by them. 
In this chapter we consider the conceptualization and representation of these gods 
in their own right, before turning, in the following chapter, to the question of the 
actual sacred snakes associated with them. 


ASCLEPIUS 

Asclepius’ dra/cd;7-affmities first become manifest for us only with the late-comer 
god’s migration to Athens in 420 ik: and his simultaneous emergence into the 
extant iconographic record.' When one reads the tales of his miraculous cures or 


I^rincipal Icxts and iiiscriplions: collected in exemplary fashion by lidelstein and I’delstein 19*15: i. 
the later fourth-century lu; hpidaurian miracle inscriptions iliMiy. ICI iv“ nos. 121-4, Herzog 1931, 
f.delstein and h.delstein 1945: i, 'r423, LiDonnici 1995. Principal iconography: L/MC Asklepios (almost 
400 items), Schouten 1967, Mitropoulou 1977: 183-97, Schnalke and Selheim 1990. Discussions: in 
addition to the items so far named, see llausmann 1948, R. Herzog 1950, 'I’affin 1960, Burford 1969, 
Solimano 1976, van Straten 1976, Hoceva 1984, Holtzmann 1984, Aleshire 1989, 1991, Krug 1993: 
120- 87, Dillon 1994, !■.. Aston 2004, Riethmiiller 2005 (a most impressive catalogue, inter alia, of tiie 
god’s some 900 shrines), Dignas 2007, Melli 2007, Wickkiser 2008, Petsalis-Diomidis 2010. 

1 he fact that Asclepius only becomes manifest as a drakon in the late 5th century lu;, fully within the 
historical and documented period of (Ireek culture, and that too in conjunction with the rise of the 
othei anguiform deities discussed in this chapter and the last, is sufficient to silence claims that he is a 
derivative of the Sumerian-Akkadian god of healing Nigizzida, sometimes associated with staff and an 
upwards -corkscrewing serpent, and sometimes himself an anguipede, as contended by De Waele 1927: 
13, 9:-) and Schouten 1967: 38 -9, with fig. 10. Nor can Asclepius have anything to do with Moses’ brass 
serpent, as contended by Vernes 1918, de Waele 1927, and Schouten 1967: 100. The 6th- or 5th-century 
lu; Numbers 21: 4-9 tells us that Moses put a brass serpent on a pole to cure snakebites after Clod sent a 
plague of venomous serpents upon the Israelites: it was sufficient merely to look upon the snake to be 
healed. Accortling to 2 Kings 18: 4, the brass serpent was subsequently worshipped by the Israelites, and 
they gave it the name Nehushtan. It was tlestroyed as idolatrous by Hezekiah in the 8th century 
lu;. Schouten notes that it is curious that Moses himself had not seen the brass serpent this way, given 
his own recent campaign against the golden calf, I'xodus 32: 19. At any rate it is self-evident that the 
brass serpent is deployed not because the serpent is emblematic of healing, but because there is a 
specific need to heal snakebites: fire is fought with fire. 

Asclepius’ relatively late acquisition of his anguiform affinities also frustrates attempts to derive his 
name from arA-a/\a/'joc, supposedly denoting some kind of snake, as by Prellwitz 1905: ii. 58, l-ick 1901, 
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contemplates his iconography, one is often unclear about the relationship between 
the drakon and the god: embodiment, avatar, pet, symbol? But the one context in 
which it is clear that an Asclepian serpent directly embodies the god himself is in 
the myths of his cult transfers, in which he travels from Epidaurus to this new cult 
site in serpent form.“ It is initially puzzling that, in some of these accounts, the god 
should appear to migrate from Epidaurus to his new site and yet, somehow, also 
remain resident in Epidaurus and indeed all the other sites to which he had 
already migrated. I'he Roman tradition was particularly concerned by this. )ulian 
bravely attempted to encapsulate the phenomenon, albeit in a language shaped to 
please a Christian audience: ‘'Ehis god, having made his journey to the earth IVom 
heaven, manifested himself at Epidaurus in single shape (hcnocidds) in the form ol 
a man, but multiplying himself (plethuoincnos) from there he stretched his 
delivering right hand out over all the earth with his journeys. He went to 
Pergamum, Ionia, to 'Earentum after this, and later he went to Rome. He went 
to Cos and from there to Aegae.. 

'Fhe sources for Asclepius’ journey from Epidaurus to Rome in the form ol 
serpent in 292-1 bc are exceptionally rich, and so offer a convenient model lor 
understanding earlier cult-transfer narratives. Ovid tells the story at length in his 
Metamorphoses. Rome is afflicted with a pestilence in the face of which a delega¬ 
tion is sent to Delphi. Apollo refers them on to his son in Epidaurus, and the 
delegation accordingly asks the elders of Epidaurus to give them the god. 'Hie 
elders hesitate as to whether they should give him up, some considering that they 
should not compromise the monopoly that brings them wealth. But overnight 
Asclepius manifests himself to the Romans in their dreams in his humanoid form, 
with serpent staff. He tells them that he will indeed come to Rome, and asks them 
to look at the snake (serpens) on his staff, for he will transform himsell into it, but 
in a much larger size, as befits a celestial body. 'The next morning the elders meet 
in the temple and pray to the god, asking him to reveal where he wishes to live. All 
of a sudden, he appears before them in the form of a huge, golden, crested, hissing 
serpent, d'he entire temple shakes with his arrival. He rears aloft and looks about 
the temple with fiery eyes. All quake in terror, but the priest recognizes the god 
and hails him. 1’he god nods at the assembled people, and hisses again, reassuring 
them of his fiwour (adnuit . . rata pignora). He then glides down the temple steps, 
and looks back for one last time at his ancient altars. He makes his way through 
the city and down to the harbour, where he boards the Romans’ ship, which sinks 
low in the water under his weight. '^I’he overjoyed Romans make sacrifice and cast 
off for home, fl’he serpent watches the waters from the stern. In rough seas, the 
ship is forced to put in at Antium, whereupon the serpent glides Irom the deck to 
receive hospitality in his lather Apollo’s temple on the shore. When the sea has 
calmed down, the serpent glides back from the temple and across the sand, 
mounting the ship by its rudder, and rests again on its stern. As the ship sails 


and Sclioutcn l%7: 39; cf. Riethiniiller 2003: i. 34. 'I ho theory ofCircgoire, (ioiissens, and Mathieu 1949 
tliat Asclepius was in origin not a snake god but a mole god may or may not be correct, but certainly 
deserves more respect than it has received. 

■ C4. bdelstein and bdelslein 1943: ii. 230-1, Rietbmiiller 2003: i. 233 6, 239 (‘bibalgrundung ). 

’ julian Against the Ciiililetuis 200a-b. 
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up the 'Fiber it is greeted by happy crowds on the banks. As it enters Rome the god 
rests his head atop the mast, looking from side to side to find a suitable place to 
live. He disembarks onto the Tiber island, resumes his heavenly form (i.e. disap¬ 
pears) and begins to bring good health to the city.'* 

Amongst variant versions in other authors, Valerius Maximus explains that the 
god was rarely seen in epiphany as a serpent, but never without great benefit when 
he was. His serpent-god goes about three days, gliding gracefully 

and with gentle eyes, before boarding the ship and settling in or around the on- 
deck tent of Ogulnius, the head of the Roman embassy. At Antium the serpent 
visits rather a temple of Asclepius, winds itself round a palm tree before the temple 
and remains there for a further three days. When the Romans put in at Rome the 
serpent swims from the 'Fiber bank across to the island, upon which a waiting 
temple has already been dedicated for it. Later on, as we shall see, Glycon, ‘the 
New Asclepius’, similarly came to a shrine in Abonouteichos that was already 
being built in anticipation of his arrival. ’ Medallions of the age of Antoninus Pius 
show the serpent arriving in Rome on its ship.^’ 

In the earlier first century lu:, in commemoration of the arrival, the I’iber 
Island’s natural resemblance to a ship was enhanced by the construction of a 
stone prow, over which a humanoid Asclepius, with staff and snake, peered in 
relief. 'Fhe defaced remains of this are visible still. An Egyptian obelisk placed at 
the centre of the island recalled the all-important mast upon which the serpent 
had rested its head.^ 

Explicit mention of a serpent has disappeared from the earliest documented 
case of Asclepius’ cult transfer, that from Epidaurus to his new shrine on the side 
of the Athenian acropolis, via Zea and the Eleusinion, in 420 nc. The traces in a 
fragment of the early fourth-century nc inscription of'Felemachus that had once 
been read as drakonta, ‘serpent’, are now read as diakono(u)s, ‘temple servants’. 
Even so, we can hardly doubt, in the light of the evidence for other cult transfers, 
that the god the inscription tells us 'Felemachus brought to his new home on the 
side of the Acropolis in his chariot accompanied by Flygieia was manifest in the 
form of a snake.^ Zea and the Eleusinion should be understood as hosting-stages, 
like Antium in the Roman case. Recent scholarship has dismissed the tradition of 


‘ Livy Pcriodia 11, 29. 11. 1, Ovid Metamorphoses 15. 622-744, Valerius Maximus 1. 8. 2, Pliny 
Natural History 29. 72, Q. Screnus Sammonicus Uher Medicuialis proocmium 6-8 {you w^ho once 
made lor the 1 arpeian rock and the glorious temples, covered in the gentle skin ol a draco, banishing 
loLil diseases through your divine presence’), Lactantius Diviuae Institutiones 2. 7. 13, 2. 16. 11, 
Arnohius Ayainst the Cleutiles 7. 44-8, [Aurelius Victor] De Viris Illustribus 22. 1-3, Orosius Histories 
ayainst the Payatts 3. 22. 5, (daudian On the Oonsidship of Stilicho 3. 171-3, Augustine City of (lod 3. 17, 
Sidonius Apollinaris Letters 1. 17. 12, Latin Anthology 1.2. 719e. 3-4 ('lYU I; ‘his lather Asclepius, who 
once turned into a snake [angueni] and entered the high-built temple of Rome on the Palatine’). 'I'he 
l.ivian summary locates the arrival of Asclepius in 292 lu:, hut Ovid Lasti 1. 290-4 {'r855) specifies 
that the Tiber Island temple was dedicated on 1 lanuary 291 lu;. See ITlelstein and 1-delstein 1945: ii. 
252-4, Rielhmiiller 2005: i. 86. 233-6, ii. 431. 

Lucian Alexander 10- 14. 

" Rielhmiiller 2005: i. 235. 

See Besnier 1902, Schouten 1967: 18-20, Riethmiiller 2005: i. 235-6; Schnalke and Selheim 1990: 
24 offer a line tlravvn reconstruction of the Tiber Island in its ship form. 

” Lor the text of the monument see now (dinton at SLC 47. 232 and Wickkiser 2008: 67-70, 
superseding IC, ii’ 4960a, S>//. ’ 88, Herzog 1931: 38 (W72), 4720 lidelstein, Beschi 1969. Lor a 
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a third hosting-stage, first found in Plutarch, to the effect that the tragedian 
Sophocles, who wrote a paean to Asclepius, hosted the god in his own house 
when he first came to Athens and for that reason was heroized after his death and 
given the epithet Dexion, ‘Receiver’/^ 

The later fourth-century iic Epidaurian miracle inscriptions record the intro¬ 
duction of Asclepius’ cult to the city of Halieis. I'hersander of Halieis performed a 
seemingly fruitless incubation in the sanctuary and duly returned home. But, it 
transpired, a serpent of the sanctuary had climbed aboard his cart and travelled 
home with him wrapped around the axle, whereupon it dismounted and healed 
him. The people of Halieis were anxious about whether they should take the snake 
back to Epidaurus, and so consulted Delphi, 'fhey were told rather that they 
should keep the snake and found their own sanctuary of Asclepius around it.'^’ 

Pausanias reports myths of the foundation of three Asclepius cults by means of 
the transfer of serpents from Epidaurus. He tells that the Sicyonians claimed in 
relation to their Asclepieion that ‘the god was brought to them from Epidaurus in 
the form of a drakon on a mule wagon, and that the woman who brought him was 
Nicagora of Sicyon, mother ol Agasicles and wife ol’Echelimus’. The sanctuary (il 
not necessarily its mythology) dated from the early fifth century bc." Pausanias 
also tells how not merely the Asclepieion of Epidaurus Liinera but actually the city 
itself was founded by Argolid-Epidaurians whilst going on state business ‘to 
Asclepius’ in Cos and escorting a drakon from their home shrine. Putting in at 
the future site, they had dreams that told them to settle there, whilst the drakcni 
escaped from the ship and disappeared into the ground near the seashore. 
I’hucydides tells us that Epidaurus Limera was in existence by 424 bc, but the 
fact that the Coan cult was not developed until the third century bc suggests that 
the myth is a rather later construction. However, it seems odd that the Epidaur- 
ians should have been escorting a snake to Cos if the god was already, as the 
narrative tells, established there. Perhaps the notion underlying Pausanias’ story is 
that the Coans had, like the Romans in the Valerius Maximus version, already 
built a temple in anticipation of receiving the god.‘“ And Pausanias again tells how 
one Archias, cured in Epidaurus, ‘escorted the god to Pergamum’ (where the god s 
cult originated in the second quarter of the third century bc). 1 le does not 
explicitly tell us that the god was in the form ol a serpent, though he irses the 
same word for the escorting, epagoniai, as he does in his tale of I’.pidaurus 
Limera.’'^ 


reconstruction of tlie inonuinent sec I.IMC Asklepios 394, Wickkiser 2008: 09, Itietlinuiller 200;'*: 
i. 241-30; cf also Stafford 2003: 123-6. 

Plutarch Nunui 4, Moralia 1103b, Philostratus hua^itics 13, liiyniolo^iciDU inaynuin s.v. 

Sec Parker 1996: 184-3 (accepting the story as |'>reserved), Rielhiniiller 2003: i. 248 9, 273 8 (partial 
scepticism), Wickkiser 2008: 66-7 (full scepticism). Sophocles’ paean to Asclepius: l(t ii' linO SIXi 
28. 223 (a 3rd cent, ao inscrijMion). 

HMI (B) 33; cf. Riethmuller 2003: i. 110, 233, ii. 99. 

Pausanias 2. 10. 2-3; Rielhiniiller 2003: ii. 63- 8. 

Pausanias 3. 23. 6-7 = 1 lerzog 1931: 39 (W74); 4 hucydides 4. 36; cf. (but pucr) Riethmiiller 2003: 
i. 140, 209, 233, 380, ii. 119- 20. 

' ^ Pausanias 2. 26. 8 1 lerzog 1931: 38 (W73); cf Riethmiiller 2003: i. 334 39. ii. 362 4. 
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The Rome and Epidauriis Limera narratives provide a model for the recon¬ 
struction of the foundation myth of the Asclepieion at Lebena in Crete (the shrine 
was developed in the fifth or fourth century ik:) from the fragments of one of its 
second- or first-century ik: miracle inscriptions: ^drakon on the stern-cable. . . 
beside the helmsman ... they put into ... the drakdn along the stern-cable ... to 
Lebena before ... with silence and sweet... the quay.. . the drakon .. . from the 
sea and entered ... the lodgings that already existed in the. . . the altars of 
Hermes.... they took rest. . . ’. The ship had presumably come from the Ascle¬ 
pieion at Balagrae in Cyrenaica, since Pausanias tells us that the Lebena Ascle¬ 
pieion was founded from that one, which had in turn been founded from 
Hpidaurus. (The Abonouteichos shrine of Glycon, the New Asclepius, was simi¬ 
larly to be founded not directly from F.pidaurus but from the temple of Asclepius 
in Chalcedon.)* ‘ 41ie temple of Hermes seems to have been a hosting-stage.^-^ 
Coins of both Lesbos and Nicomedia display a serpent on a ship, seemingly 
making appeal to a similar seaborne-serpent foundation legend for their own 
Asclepieia.'^' 

Riethiniiller holds that emphasis is laid upon the various vehicles (chariot, 
wagon, ship) in the narratives of Asclepius’ ‘Ubertragungsritus’ to allow the god 
to be seen to express his desire to move to a new cult centre by boarding a 
transport destined for it.‘^ Telemachus’ chariot is of particular interest. Wickkiser 
compares the famous Herodotean episode in which Athene, as embodied in Phye, 
escorted Pisistratus up to the Athenian acropolis in a chariot to infer that the 
goddess was sending her special vehicle to receive and welcome the god (as well 
she might, if his daughter Hygieia had originated in an aspect of herself).*^ Fkit we 
might also point to the more general affinity between serpents and chariots: as we 
have seen, the anguiform Cadmus and Harmonia rode in a chariot to lead the 
charge against the (ireeks, whilst serpents themselves powered the chariots of 
I riptolenuis, Athene herself, and Medea. 

I Liming now to the god’s iconography, the earliest image to associate Asclepius 
or his constant companion, his daughter Hygieia (‘Health’), with a serpent, and 
possibly the only one from the fifth century ik: to do so, is one recoverable from a 
pyramidal relief now in Istanbul, held to be a provincial copy of a late fifth-century 
BC Attic original. Asclepius and Hygieia sit together. He holds a staff, which is 
serpentless but decorated with a pinecone (?). Hygieia holds out a bowl in two 
hands from which a serpent coiling around a candelabra (?) drinks, whilst 
Asclepius looks on with interest.*'^ One can see how the serpent will migrate 
easily from the candelabra to Asclepius’ staff, but in this image its primary 
connection must rather be with Hygieia. 


l.ucian Alexander lO; at 43 (ilycon anticipates his own migration to a furtlier cult site, Bactra, 
alter 1003 years in Abonouteichos. 

’’ IC l.xvii 10 A; Pausanias 2. 26. 9; cf. Herzog 1931: :31, Ciuarducci 1934, 1935-30 ad loc., 
Riethiniiller 2003: i. 326-34, ii. 344. 

’’’ Riethnuiller 2003: ii. 361 (Lesbos), 371 (Nicomedia). 

' ' Riethnuiller 2003: i. 236. 

Herodotus I. 60; Wickkiser 2008: 103-4. 

’ IdMC. Asklepios 98, with Holt/mann 1984 ad loc. 'Lhe other extant images of Asclepius I.IMC 
ascribes, directly or indirectly, to the 3th century lu; are 102, 103, 230, 393. 
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By the end of the fourth century nc all four of Asclepius’ canonical serpen I- 
avatar (etc.) image types had become established, though it is not possible to 
establish a sure chronology for the development of the types within the centuryr^^ 

1. A seated or reclining Asclepius feeds his serpent from a phialef^ To this type 
belonged the Epidaurian cult image of Asclepius described by Pausanias: 
‘The statue of Asclepius is half the size of that of Olympian Zeus at Athens, 
and is chryselephantine. Its inscription reveals that its sculptor was I'hrasy- 
medes of Paros, the son of Arignotus. He sits on a throne holding a staff, he 
holds one of his hands over the head of his drakon, and a dog has been made, 
lying by his side.’"" The statue was soon reflected in trihemidrachms minted 
by Epidaurus in the second half of the fourth century; a seated Asclepius 
holds his staff in one hand and holds the other over a rampant serpent; 
under his chair lies a dog.""^ 

2. A serpent coils under Asclepius’ throne as he either sits among fellow 
healing gods or greets worshippers or petitioners. This type is found in a 
series of Athenian reliefs, principally from the Asdepieion." ’ 

3. Asclepius stands with serpent coiling around his stall, liis best-known and 
most enduring pose."*’ As Statius was to say, ‘the gentle god rests upon tlie 
health-bringing snake’. 

4. A standing Asclepius is accompanied by a serpent. This type too is found in 
reliefs from the Athenian Asclepieion. In one of these the serpent is so 
enormous, that, despite its many coils, its rampant head reaches up to 
precisely the height of the humanoid Asclepius’, just breaking the upper 
frame as his does. It is possible too that there has been an attempt to reflect 
the patterning of the serpent’s coils in the folds of the humanoid Asclepius 
robe. I'he message of equivalence seems clear."^ 


Indeed so important is snake iconography to Asclepius that it is olten used as a key lactor in 
detecting his cult sites: Riethiniiller 2()()5: i. 57, 62, 6'1, 66, 75. 

’’ lAMC Asklepios 40 (coins ofOVicca, c.4()()-344 ac: Asclepius holds out a bird (cock?) over the 
head ol'his rampant serpent), 41 (Boeotian crater, c.400 lu:: a reclining Asclepius holds out a cup to a 
large, spotted serpent, rampant and coiling), 42 (fine relief in Bentelic marble, now in Venice, 4tli cent, 
lu;?), 52 (coins ofTricca, c.4()()-344 ac), 68 (4th-cent. ac relief from Athenian Asclepieion). 

““ Pausanias 2. 27. 2. P’or the significance of the dog, ct. the Kpidaurian version of Asclepius biith 
myth Pausanias records at 2. 26. 4-8. Dogs healed alongside snakes in the kpidaurian sanctuary, as we 
shall see in the next chapter. 

LIMC Asklepios 84, with 1 lol/mann 1984 ad loc. Discussion at Riethiniiller 2()()5; i. 306-7. 1 his 
pose seems to be adopted in part by Asclepius’ father Apolh^ on a coin of Zacyntluis from the 371 -33.'> 
ac period, on wliich the god rests his hand on the head ol a rampant serpent: LIM(. Apollon 373. 

Athenian Asclepieion: Asklepios 86 (c.400 ac), 88 (c.400 ac), 63 (c.350 ac), (r^ (c.3;'>0 ac), 

71 fc.350 ac), 201 (mid 4lh cent, ac), 67 (4th cent, ac), 92 (late 4th cent. ac). Athenian Acropolis: 
lAMC Asklepios 87 (earlier 4th cent. ac). 

Reliefs from the Athenian Asclepieion: /./A4C.'Asklepios 107 (c.350 ac), 34 1 (earlier 4th cent. ac). 
Statues from 4th century ac: /./MC Asklepios 377 (early 4th cent, ac), 322 (c.350- 300 ac?), 234 (c.320 
ac), 250, 362 (4th cent, ac), 318 (4th cent. ac?). The key details of staff and serpent are typically lost to 
the ravages of time in these examples, but the statue tyjK' is identifiable by comparison witli later 
examples, k'or Asclepius’ serpent-staff see De Waele 1927: 91- 7. 

Statius Silvac 3. 4. 25: salulifcro mitis Acii;> ittciilnii 

Athens, National Museum 1407; l.iMC'. Asklepios 202; Mitro^xmlou 1977: 124 5 no. 16; Sclinalke and 
Selheim 1990: O-l (unpersuasively reading the serpent as Zeus Meilichi(^s) with fig. 29 (c’.3;50 la ). St'e also /./A7(. 
Asklepios 203 (4th cent, ac: the serpent remains coiling under the gtKl’s lelinquished throne, as in type 2). 
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I'ig. 9.1. Asclepius and Hygieia feed their massive serpent avatars from egg phialni. Relief 
dedicated by (’. Piipius h'irminus; c. ad 144. Musee du Louvre MA 602 = LIMC Asklepios 
252. ( Musee du Louvre, Dist. RMN / Stephane Marechalle. 


It is Ironi the imperial period that the vast majority of extant Asclepius images, 
typically of type (3), derive, though most are difficult to date vs^ithin that period 
with any great precision. Perhaps the finest of all ancient Asclepian serpent images 
is the votive reliel now in the Louvre dedicated in 144 ad by one C. Pupius 
hirminus, treasurer of the guild of bakers (Fig. 9.1). In the centre stand images of a 
proud Asclepius and Llygieia, each holding out a bowl to feed a massive 
and beautilLilly wrought serpent by their side; though multiply coiling, these 
responding snakes reach up to the shoulders ol‘ their humanoid counterparts. 

In Asclepius and Mygieia we (ultimately) seem to have a male-female drakon-\r,ur 
to be aligned with those of Cadmus and Harmonia, Porcis and Chariboea (the 
serpents sent against Laocoon), Agathos Daimon and Agathe 'Lyche, and Sarapis 
and Isis. 

Lor all his serpent affinities, the Greeks and Romans were clear that Asclepius 
was the gentlest, most reasonable, and most demotic of gods. One can well 
understand the discomfort he caused the Christians. Demosthenes, we are told, 
used to accent the god’s name Asclepios (as opposed to Asclepids) in order to 
emphasize his gentle (epios) quality.“‘^ Aelius Aristides, in his encomium of the 
well in the Pergamene Asclepieion, refers to Asclepius as ‘gentlest and most loving 


LIM(. Asklejiios 252. I-rom the high Roman emjnre too vve have medallions ol Marcus y\iirelius 
and coins of (kiracalla, lAMC Asklepios 9 and 13, that give us a young beardless Asclepius standing in 
his iKiiakos with his serpent-entwined staff, hut then, one on either side of him, stand a further two 
rampant serj^ents, perhaps the same Asclejnus llygieia avatar pair. 

' ^ (k)rnutus I'hcologiac (iniccac conipcudiinn 33, Plutarch Lives of the 'I'cn Onitors 845b, 1 lerodian 
Ocpwsoilid cdiholicd 5 p. 123 l.enl/, Porphyry Homeric (^iieslions d 68, Ludocia Augusta Violdriiim 1 1 , 
schol. Homer Iliad 1. 195, Idistathius on Homer Iliad A. 202, on Odyssey 2. 319, schol. Lycophron 
Aleximdra 1054, iHymoloy^icam (luilidmmi s.v. /IckXiittkk, litymologicam Maynitm s.v. ac/ccAcc, Sudii 
s.v. H('/<-/\>/77ifb')7/< ('r276). See I’delstein and I'delstein 1945: ii. 80-3. 
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of mankind’ of the gods (praotatos tc kai philanthrdpotatos)/^^ And such a 
character is strongly conveyed in practice by the later fourth-century bc l*>pidaur- 
ian miracle inscriptions: here he is ever a gentle, merciful, and good-humoured 
god, always ready to answer a sincere petition.'^ He cures a child for the price of 
his toy dice, and laughs with him/^“ A man who comes only for relief of his 
headaches is not only cured in his sleep but also taught a pancration-n\ovc at the 
same time that allows him to go on and win the Nemean games/^'^ He is not too 
proud to mend even a broken cup.^'^ "fhe god is happy to stretch the dehnition ol 
healing rather further than this too in finding lost items and people, including a 
boy who has contrived to swim into a cave accessible only underwater/^^’ 1 le is 
ready to cure even those who initially disbelieve in or actually scoff at his powers, 
though he then exacts a moderate additional compensation for doing so: one man 
is asked to dedicate a silver pig, another is required henceforth to bear the name 
Apistos, ‘Unbeliever’.Those who try to cheat him of his modest reward receive 
only provisional or jocular punishments: the ahliction is temporarily restored; a 
tattoo is mysteriously drawn; a fishmonger’s stocks are cooked with a thunder¬ 
bolt—small prices indeed to pay for sacrilege.'^^Asclepius and his serpents are said 
to manifest themselves in a terrifying and horrifying form only in a pseudonym¬ 
ous letter of Hippocrates. But the text emphasizes the anomaly of this, and the end 
is again a good one, with the physician being introduced to 'rrutli. '” 


HYGIEIA AND HER ROMAN DERIVA FIVES 

If Asclepius had little by way of mythical narrative, his tamiliar companion in 
iconography, his daughter Hygieia, ‘Health’, was wholly devoid ol it, as indeed she 
was of any independent cult. We know her only through her iconography as a 
young woman with her serpent avatar (etc.).''‘^ Most ol the Hygieia image types in 


y\elius Aristides Onitiotis 39. See Mdelslein and l^delslein 1915: ii. 1 13. 

'' See I'ldelstein and I^delstein 1945: ii. 113, Bodson 1978: 86. It may (tn' may not) be that the ^od 
expresses anger in EMI no. 35, but if he does so, it is all in aid ot the healing. 

’’’/'M/no. 8. "/:M/no. 29. ■' /:M/no. 10. 

EMI no. 24; for Ascelpiiis’ occasional broader interests in divination, cl. Macrobiiis Satinnuliii 
1. 20. 1-4; see Iklelstein and bxlelstein 1945: ii. 104-5. 

EMI nos. 3, 4, 36 (the last fragmentary). 

EMI nos. 6-7, 22, 47 (though the interpretation of this damaged text is contentious and 
uncertain). 

flippocrates Letters 15. 9. 

No texts of significance bear upon Mygieia in relation to her serpent. Principal images: LIMi. 
Asklepios, Mygieia, Salus, Valetudo, Sobel 1990 plates 1-20. Discussions: f.delslein and f.delstein 194:v 
ii. 87-90, Holt/mann 1984, Mitopoulou 1977: 184-91, 1984, Marvvood 1988, Croissant 1990, Sobel 
1990, Saladino 1994, 1997, Stafford 2000: 147-71, 2005. Stalford 2007: 80-1 notes that Hygieia is the 
earliest personification in the (ireek religious tradition to carry an identifying attribute (i.e. her snake); 
before her, representations of abstraction-deities had only been identifiable as such when accompanied 
by their name in legend. 1 lygieia never appears on her own in cultic contexts, but she can occasionally 
be found in the company of gods other than Asclepius: Amphiaraus at Oropus in the early 1th cent, lu 
(Pausanias 1. 34. 3), and Dionysus and 'I’yche in a statue group of unknown date at rhes|>iae (9. 26. 8). 
She seems to have contributed much to 1 lercyna, the comjianion of I rophonius (Pausanias 9. 39; see 
further below). 
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which she is directly associated with a serpent of her own (as opposed to with a 
serpent that belongs to a partnered Asclepius) are already established by the end 
of the fourth century bc. 'fhis list categorizes the image types found by the end of 
that century: 

1. A standing Hygieia holds a serpent and feeds it from a phialef^^ 

2. A serpent coils at the feet of a standing Hygieia.'*' 

3. Hygieia leans against a column supporting a votive relief, around the base of 
which a serpent coils. 

4. Hygieia leans on a tree in the branches of which a serpent coils. 

5. A serpent coils beneath the throne of a seated Hygieia. * * 

6. A seated Hygieia feeds her serpent from a phialef '' 

'The pyramidal Istanbul relief discussed above, which reflects a lost image of the 
fifth century bc, raises the possibility that Hygieia had her serpent before Ascle¬ 
pius himsell had his, and that Asclepius in effect took it over from her.*^’ It is 
noteworthy that in one of the earliest images of Asclepius alone with a serpent, his 
interaction with it is strongly Hygieian: he gives it a drink from his kantharos as he 
reclines. *^ 

What were the origins of the Hygieia figure? We can point to three, of different 
sorts. I'irst, in name and province she may have originated in an independent 
goddess. Dedications by potters suggest that a cult of Athene Hygieia existed on 
the Athenian Acropolis already from the end of the sixth century bc. In c.43() bc 
Pyrrhus made a bronze statue of Athene Hygieia for the Athenian Acropolis, the 
base and legend of which survive; it may have been dedicated by Pericles.'*** Did 
Athene Hygieia have any association with a serpent? Athene more generally had a 
great affinity for them, as we have seen (Ch. 5). In Athens she surrounded herself 
with a suite of anguiform heroes and Phidias’ Athene Parthenos statue was, like 
the Asclepian Hygieia that was to emerge, accompanied by a large and kindly 
serpent (Ch. 8). Pausanias also mentions a statue of an independent Hygieia made 


/.//V/C 1 lygieia 48 (votive relief, Alliens, early 4lh cent, nc), 84 (iiaiskos relief, lost). 

LIMC Hygieia 36 - Asklepios 73 (last quarter of 4th cent. nc). 

LIMC Hygieia 29 ^ Asklejiios 76 (votive relief, Athens, earlier 4th cent, lu;), 30 (votive relief, 
Athens, late 4lh cent. ik:). 

LIMC Hygieia 34 Asklepios 96 (votive relief, Athens, after 350 lu;). 

“ LIMC Hygieia 20 (statue, Athens, c.370 iic). 

Hygieia 14 (coin of Priansos, Crete, 4lh cent, ik;), 133 (terracotta relief, Sparta, 

4th cent. ik:). 

LIM(, Hygieia 5 = Asklepios 98. In other images ol Hygieia extant from the 5th cent, ik;, LIMC' 
1 lygieia 1 -3, 7, 53, 103, 137-8, 219 (il they tlo indeed represent her: Croissant 1990: 569), she is shown 
without a serpent. 

'' LIMC Asklepios 41 (crater, Athens, (•.400). 

The base: Croissant 1990: 554. Plutarch Pericles 13 makes il a dedication of the statesman. 
(4. Schouten 1967: 57 64, (.roissanl 1990: 554, Staflord 2005: 124. A late and no doubt discontinuous 
identification ol Athene and Hygieia is to be found in the relief on a 1 ladrianic candelabra, LIMC 
Alhena/Minerva 100, on which Athene, 1 lygieia like, feeds a serpent from i\ phiaie. 
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by Dionysius of Argos and dedicated at Olympia by one M icy thus before 460 bc. 
Secondly, her principal iconographic motif of feeding a serpent from a vessel 
seems to have been derivative, ultimately, of the tradition of archaic Spartan hero 
reliefs, in which, as we have seen, humanoid heroes feed their serpent avatars from 
a kantharos (Ch. 7). It may be significant here that Asclepius himself, as we have 
just noted, feeds his serpent from a kantharos in one of his earliest extant 
images/'” Thirdly, at the symbolic level, Hygieia probably represented a divine 
projection of the sacred-serpent-tending and -wrangling girls or women that 
served the Asclepieia, including the Athenian one, to whom we will turn our 
attention in the next chapter. 

Hygieia’s imagery had a vigorous impact upon that ol Roman and Italian 
goddesses. The Roman goddess Salus had had an independent existence before 
being absorbed by Hygieia.''‘ Representing the health and safety of the state rather 
than that of any individual in it, she had had a temple of her own, a thing Hygieia- 
proper never did, on the Quirinal from 302 bc.''“ But by the time that she is first 
iconographically attested, on a coin of 49 bc, her imagery has become wholly 
derivative of Hygieia’s and continues to be so until it tails off towards the end of 
the third century ad. Indeed the coin declares its subject, a standing female ligure 
holding (and feeding?) a serpent, to be at once ‘Salus’ and ‘Valetudo’, the latter a 
more direct translation of‘Hygieia’.^'"' Salus’ extant iconography is in fact almost 
entirely confined to coins (or rather images without the legend Salus cannot bc 
differentiated from those representing Hygieia proper)."’ Sometimes Salus sits 
and feeds her serpent from her phiale as it coils on her lap; sometimes she stands 
to feed a rampant serpent seemingly hanging in mid-air; sometimes she holds her 
serpent across the front of her chest as she feeds it; sometimes the vSerpent appears 
at least to coil around her back as it feeds; sometimes it coils around an adjacent 
tree or pillar to take its food from her, seated or standing.'' 

I’he imagery too of Bona Dea, ‘Good Goddess’, protectress ol the Roman state, 
was strongly derivative of Hygieia’s, as indeed were aspects of her identity." As 
Plutarch observes, ‘a sacred drakon is established beside the goddess’.'^ She is 


Pausanias 5. 26. 2-3 = LIMi' Hygieia 226; note also ihc early statue ol Hygieia at 1 itane near 
Sicyon mentioned at Pausanias 2. 11. 6 = iIM(' Hygieia 227, where, however, she is Asclepius 
company. 

L/MC Asklepios 41 (crater, Athens, c.4()()). 

Principal iconography: L/MC Salus. Discussions: he Cilay 1982, Marwood 1988, Saladino 1994. 

Saladino 1994: 636. However, as Saladino oLxserves, under the empire she did come to be 
identified with the health and safety of the emperor in particular. 

L/MC Salus 2 = Hygieia 39 = Valetudo 1. Valetudo had only a vestigial existence as a goddess in 
her own right in the Roman world. I'here is nothing more to say ol her seipent associations. See 
Saladino 1997, pace whom, 1 can discern no trace ol a serpent on ilMC. Valetudo 2. 

The exceptional non-coin images of Salus are the reliefs l.IMC. Salus 39 and 6:'> (no serj'ient in 
either case). 

ilMC Salus passim. 

Principal texts: collected in Brouwer 1989. Principal iconography: l.IMC Bona Dea, Brouwer 
1989. Discussions: Cheifenhagen 1934, Latte 1967: 228-31, Parra and Settis 1986, Brouwer 1989. 
esp. 340-8 for her serpentine affinities. 

Plutarch Caesar 9: Ufioc hfuiKon’ rfj (kw. Brouwerl989: 341,343 reads the jdirase 

more literally, and more closely with Plutarch’s foregoing reference to the goddess’ festival, to infer that 
an actual sacred snake was symbolically set beside the statue ol the goddess in lier festivals. 
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typically depicted as a seated matronly figure feeding a serpent from a phiale in 
her right hand whilst holding a cornucopia in her left, although in many of the 
surviving statuettes the serpent has been broken away/^^ One imperial-period 
dedication to her is decorated with a single snake, another with a perky pair, facing 
each other across an altar.^‘^ A lost statue base was inscribed to Bonae Deae 
Hygicief^^ From Mauretania comes a dedication restored in the form Deae 
I Bonae V]alteudini Seinc(tae)}^^ Inscriptions thank her for healing eyes and 
more generally lor sedus!"^ Macrobius tells that her priestesses made medicines 
Irom the herbs that grew in her teinple.^'^ But in name the goddess is redolent 
rather ol another Greek anguiform goddess, Agathe 'Fyche, ‘Good Fortune’, 
consort of Agathos Daimon, ‘(mod Daemon’, as is particularly apparent when 
Plutarch interprets her name as iheos ... Agathe (cf. also Agathos Theos).^^'^ And 
indeed the perky pair of snakes on the votive inscription resemble the Agathos 
Daimon and Agathe Tyche pair/'’ Macrobius further associates Bona Dea with a 
host of other serpent-affiliated goddesses. He notes that some identify her with 
Juno; others, he tells, identify her with Hecate; others identify her with Persephone 
or Semele, or claim that her father, Faunus, transformed himself into a serpent 
and had sex with her; others again identify her with Medea, and this he justifies 
with reference to the healing herbs that grow in her temple. 'Fhe claim relating to 
Juno makes sense in the light of the cult of Juno Sospita at Lanuvium (Chs. 5, 10, 
11). The claim relating to Hecate makes sense in terms of the goddess’s sometime 
anguiform nature (Gh. 7). The claims relating to Faunus, Semele, and Persephone 
resemble the myths of Dionysus-Zagreus (Ch. 2 and below).I’he claim relating 
to Medea makes sense in terms of the heroine’s many serpent associations, and 
not least in terms of the latter’s identification with Angitia, goddess of the snake- 
manipulating Marsi, who also seems to have been represented as a seated goddess 
feeding her snake from a phiale ((]h. 5). 'Fhe iconography of Bona Dea in turn seems 
to have influenced a unique image of Vesta dedicated in around the ad 140s by 


1 he most lielpfiil images are therefore Brouwer 1989 pis. xxviii-xxxi '1' i 81 (= LIMC Bona Dea 1, a 
(Jaudian eia reliel altar), xxxviii 1 i no. 121 (- LIMC Bona Dea 15, bronze statuette ol standing figure, 
1 lajanie?), xlii 1 i 126 (- /./A/C Bona Dea 7, marble statuette of the Antonine period, with a loop of the 
serpent visible adjacent to the goddess’ right arm). Hi '1' i no. 136 (= LIMC no. 3, marble statuette found at 
Nimes in 1622, but now lost); cl. Parra and Settis 1986, Brouwer 1989: 89, 122, 127, 137-8, 340. 

Biouwer 1989; 1:^-16 1 i no. 2 (imperial, one snake, unillustrated), '1' i 3 = pi. i no. 3 (Augustan). 

Brouwer 1989 T i 21; cf. (jreifenhagen 1967: 18, Pohlkamp 1983: 21. Note also Brouwer 1989 '1' i 
20, an insciibed altai dedicated to Bona Dea by a woman herself named Antonia 1 lygia; discussion at 
Brouwer 1989: 346-7. 

Brouwer 1989 I'i 141. 

Brouwei 1989 1 1 i 13 (eyesight), 44 (= ILS 3513 - C.7/. vi. 68, early imperial; helix Asinianus 
thanks the goddess for the restitution of his eyesight), 90 (su/ns), 138 isalus). 

Macrobius Snliinmlia 1.12. 20-9 - source ii 67 Brouwer; cf. Ih-ouwer 1989: 341, 346. 

Plutarch Caesar 9 (^ Brouwer 1989 ii 49); cf. Latte 1967: 228 
■ Brouwer 1989 4' i 3 - pi. i no. 3 (Augustan), with discussion at 344. 1 le detects a beard and crest 
(}^shent?) on the right-hand seipent ol the pair (not visible in his photograph) and accordingly 
comjvares the pair to those of the Pompeian murals. 

Plutarch Caesar 9 makes a similar association, describing Bona Dea as, according to some, the 
bride of hauiuis and, according to otliers, the unspoken one {(wrlieios) of the mothers of Dionysus (i.e. 
Persephone), ‘wherefore the women decorate the ceiling with vine tendrils when they celebrate her 
festival and a sacred seipent is established beside the goddess in accordance with the myth’. See 
Brouwer 1989: 340-4, 348. 
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C. Firminiis Piipius in which the sealed goddess holds an egg sucked by a serpent 
that rises up from underneath her throne (see further Ch. 11)/'^ 


AMPHIARAUS AND TROPHONIUS 

Amphiaraus was an incubatory healing god in the mould of Asclepius/’^ His 
sanctuary at Oropus on the Altic-Boeotian border (long a source of conlenlion 
between the two regions) was developed in lavish i'ashion seemingly on a green¬ 
field site from c.42() bc, roughly contemporaneously, it seems, with the import¬ 
ation of Asclepius himself into Athens/'’'^ However, Herodotus indicates that his 
oracle was in operation long prior to 420, somewhere near to or far Irom its 
subsequent site, in recording the consultations of it by (iroesus in c.56() bc and 
Mys in 480 bc.''^’ Neither Croesus’ nor Mys’ consultation was on a matter of 
healing, and so it may be that Amphiaraus did not come to specialize in that field 
or to bear a general resemblance to Asclepius until after the c.420 bc development, 
and indeed he continued to prophesy also on non-healing topics alter it. However, 
Mys was already incubating, and Asclepius himself was prepared to give oracles 
other than on the subject of healing at Pipidaurus.'^' 

I’he evidence that Amphiaraus, himself the slayer of the Nemean drakon 
according to Piuripides’ HypsipyleJ^ possessed anguiform affinities in his Oropan 
period is limited but clear. Aristophanes’ Amphiaraus of 414 bc attests that snakes 
were deployed in the sanctuary as part of the healing process from its earliest 
period,^'^ and the practice is illustrated in the superb fourth-century bc: votive relief 
of Archinus, in which, it seems, the god is manifest, in the act of healing, in both 
humanoid and serpent form (Ch. l()).''‘ Otherwise, finds from the Oropan sanc¬ 
tuary depict Amphiarus with a serpent-staff in full Asclepian style from at least the 
fourth century bc onwards.A double-sided relief also ot the fourth-century bc is 


LIMC Vesta no. 30 (with Fislier-1 laiisen 1990 aO loc.) - CAL i, 787 (Vcsiac saauui/ C. Pupiu> 
Virni'niiis ct/ Mniia:>e}ia trophiiiic)-., ci. Reidingcr 1958: 1753, (Ireitciihagcn 1967, Pohlkainp 1983: 20- 2, 
25-6. 

Principal texts (oi' relevance here): Aristophanes Aiiiphianius P28 K-A; l-.uripides Supplintit^ 
925-7, Hypsifyylc 1757 TrCi- - P'60 Bond; Strabo Ctl l; Stalins Thehaid 7. 791-823; Pansanias 1. 31. 
Principal iconography: L/MC Ainphiaraos, Petrakos 1968 pis. 1 63, Sinenx 2007: 2-l:v-60. Discussions: 
KrauskopI 1981, Coulton 1968, Petrakos 1968, Schachter 1981-91: i. 19-26, Roesch 1981, Ogden 2001. 
85-91, Sineux 2007. 

And note that Asclepius’ supposed host in Athens, Sophocles, wrote an AnipfiinKiu^, I P 113 21 
the nhserable fragments tell us nothing. 

Herodotus 1. 16, 19, 52, 92, 8. 13-1. Ci. Schachter 1981 91: i. 22-3. 

I'Airipides Ilypsipylc 1757 'I'rCL' = P‘60 IRmd. See C.hs. 1 and :•>. 

Aristophanes Aniphianins P'28 K A. 

Athens, National Museum no. 3369 ^ 1C ii“ -1394, illustrated at Schouten 1967: ;vl, van Slialen 
1976: 98, Neumann 1979 pi. 28, Schnalke and Selheim 1990 fig. 10,1 )ignas 2007: 171, Sineux 2007 lig. 17. 

P'ourlh-cenlury lu; statuette: Amphiaraos 51 (llie stall itself is also lost, hut a trace of a 

serpent’s coil remains visible); d. also 55. Undated terracotta relief: Petrakt^s 1968: 12;i no. 31 with 
|4. 48 y, Mitropoulou 1977: 201. See Sineux 2007: 208. 
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illustrated with a rampant serpent on one side and what is thought to be 
a serpent-head on the other7^' A Roman-period statue-base from Megara carry¬ 
ing a dedication to Amphiaraus is decorated with an independent serpent- 
staff/" 

d’he case lor the pre-Oropan Amphiaraus possessing anguiform affinities is 
more tenuous. One remote indication that Amphiaraus did already have snake 
associations prior to 420 nc lies in Strabo’s claim that the shrine’s prior site had 
had the name of Knopia, which the etymologists have dubiously read to mean 
‘place of snakes’.^” On the Tyrrhenian amphora of c. 575-550 bc discussed in Ch. 7 
Amphiaraus emerges from his barrow in the form of a gigantic snake to threaten 
Alcmaeon with bared fangs as he departs in a chariot after the murder of 
hriphyle.'^'^ While there is (now) little doubt that the serpent is Amphiaraus, he 
need only be shown in the form of a serpent in the way that any hero might be on 
the vases of this period, rather than because he has special serpent associations as 
such. A Corinthian crater of c'.570 bc:, formerly in Berlin but now lost, portrayed 
the departure of Amphiaraus for the campaign against 4'hebes.^^^ Two separate 
zones of the field were decorated with a host of animals; beneath Amphiarus’ legs 
as he mounted his chariot were a scorpion, a lizard, a hedgehog, and a hare. In 
front of his horses were a serpent and bird. All these animals may owe their 
presence here to an association with divination. The serpent and the bird in 
particular, being grouped separately from the other animals, may be intended to 
evoke the means by which Amphiaraus’ ancestor Melampus acquired the gift of 
divination (Ch. 3), and thereby signal Amphiaraus’ divinatory capacity.^’ Rather 
more suggestive in this regard is an Attic black-figure lekythos of c.475-450 bc 
depicting Amphiaraus’ entry into the earth, into which he sinks in his chariot. 
Overhead fly birds with serpents in their beaks. 

I rophonius’ incubation shrine in the Hercyna valley at Lebadeia in Boeotia was 
often compared to that of Amphiaraus.^'^ It is first attested in the sixth century 
BC. But it should be noted that, in marked contrast to Amphiaraus and indeed 


Fetrakos 1968: 123 no. 23 with pi. 42 y, Mitropoiilou 1977: 201. 

Mitropoiilou 1977: 199-201, with hg. 107. 

Strabo OKM. brisk 1960-72, Chantraine 2009, and Bcekcs 2010 S.V. i<\>onfi\ Schachter 1981-94: 
i. 23, Ogden 2001: 85. 

IJMC l-rinys 84 = Alkinaion 3 (where illustrated) = Grabow 1998 K103. 

IAM(, Ainphiaraos 7 = Sineux 2007 lig. 1. The image is indistinct in both representations: one 
must rely on the verbal description of it at Krauskopf 1981: 694. 

So Sineux 2007: 40-1,65. 

IAM(, Ainphiaraos 37 = Sineux 2007 hg. 5 (the birds only visible in the image reproduced by 
Sineux), with discussion at Sineux 2007: 64-5. Sineux also suggests, intriguingly, that the bird-serpent 
pair symboli/es Amphiaraus transition from tlie aerial world to the subterranean world. Another 
possibility is that it may symbolize his ability, hencelorth, to straddle the two worlds as a hero caught 
between lile and death. A bird also overflies Amphiaraus’ chariot in lAMC Ainphiaraos 17 
(c.550-535 lu;). 

e.g. Pausanias 1.34, Cicero l)c naliira dconuu 3. 49, Aristides 38. 21, Origen Contra CcAsuni 3. 34. 

7. 35. 

” ' Texts and inscriptions: catalogued exhaustively at Schachter 1981-94: iii. 66-89, but accompan 
ied by eccentric interpretation. Discussions: C. Robert 1920-6: i. 133-5, Dossin 1921, Radke 1939, 
Brelich 1958: 52-9, Schachter 1967 and 1981-94: iii. 66-89, Clark 1968, Waszink 1968, Valias and 
Pharaklas 1969, llani 1975, Roesch 1976, Levin 1989: 1637-42, Bonnechere and Bonnechere 1989, 
Ogden 2001: 80-6, Bonnechere 1990, 2003, Ustinova 2009: 90-6 and the commentaries on Pausanias 9. 
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Asclepius, there is no reason to think that 1 rophonius specialized in healing. 
There is no sign of the healing-related votives that feature so prominently in the 
Asclepieia and the Amphiaraeon.^' 

The crude remains of I'rophonius’ oracular cavern visible today derive from a 
third-century ad restoration after, it is thought, the original had been lost to an 
earthquake. The century before this Pausanias had given an expansive account of 
the consultation procedure, which fits the remains well enough. After preparatory 
rituals, the consulter dresses in a linen tunic and heavy boots and advances to the 
oracle’s entrance in its sacred grove. 'Phis takes the form of a circular white stone 
platform surrounding an access-hole to a vertical, kiln-shaped shaft of around 8 
cubits deep and 4 cubits wide. He descends the shaft on a narrow removable 
ladder. Where the sides meet the base of the shaft is a further small opening of two 
hand-spans’ breadth. The consulter enters into the adyton through this, boots first 
and cakes in hand, and somehow he is sucked within. After an incubatory 
encounter with the god (perhaps aided by sensory deprivation), the consulter 
returns to the surface by the same route. 1’he consulter, who has, temporarily at 
any rate, lost the ability to laugh, is seated on the throne of Memory by the shrine’s 
priests and made to relate—to remember—his experiences.”^’ 

A strong tradition, beginning with Aristophanes and Cratinus and discussed in 
the following chapter, speaks of the presence of snakes inside 4’rophonius’ cavern. 
But to what extent was I’rophonius himself anguiform? Late sources imply that 
Trophonius was plainly and simply a snake.Pollux makes 'frophonius himself 
the recipient of the honey cakes that were, both at this shrine and elsewhere, the 
characteristic gifts for sacred snakes.”” A scholium to Aristophanes asserts that, 
‘In Lebadeia there is a temple of Trophonius, where it was a snake (ophis) that did 
the prophesying.’”'^ And the Sudci makes plural snakes (presumably two: see 
below) the agents of prophecy before asserting the general principle that the 
honey-cake was a gift for the dead.'^^^ It is possible, however, that the scholium 
and the Suda have latched onto an erroneous tradition that understood the 


39 by Frazer 1898, Papachalzis 1963-74 (with diagram ot oracle, but the inner liole is surely drawn toc^ 
big) and Moggi and Osanna 2010. The earliest sources: Homeric liynni (3) to Apollo 295-7, Iclcyoiiio 
argument (Proclus Clirestotnathy) at M. L. WT'st 2003u: 166-7, Hesiod 1'243 MW (a new discovery, 
only in 1990 edn., on p. 190a). 'I’he daedalic cult image Pausanias mentions (9. 39) would not have been 
made alter the 6th century lu;, and Herodotus’ tales of the consultations of the oracle by (.roesus in 
C.560 ik; (1.46) and Mys in 479 lu; (8. 134) may be true. 1 lowever, the tale of Aristomenes’ supposedly 
7th-century ik; consultation of the oracle at Pausanias 4. 16 and 9. 39 is presumably a myth. See 
Schachter 1981-94: iii. 75-6, 80, Ogden 2001: 81, 2003 esp. 80-6, 177-83, Ustinova 2009: 91. 

Schachter 1981-94: iii. 72. 

Pausanias 9. 39. Papachat/is 1963-74 on Pausanias 9. 39 offers a convenient diagram of oracle 
structure described by Pausanias. Also important lor the experience of consultation are Plutarch 
Moralia 590-2 (consultation by Timarchus) and Philostratus Life of Apolhoiius 8. 19 (his descent in 
defiance of the priests). Sensory deprivation: Ustinova 2009: 90-6. 

Note Schachter’s uncertainty, 1981-94: iii. 70: ‘they ITrophonius and Amphiaraus] were con 
nected, if not actually identified, with snakes’. 

Pollux Onomasticou 6. 76. 

Schol. Aristophanes ('Joiuls 508d: e’l- . le/LKVm Uf)ov cen 'I'fxxfiun'Utv, nnov i)v >'> finvTtix'ijuvtx . 

Sudd S.V. fuXiTovTTd: /la^a /tfArri d/kV//, 7/r cfipov, ux rot'e ixfxci toic A 'I'fxxfn 'il'M/l' 

IKii'Tfvone'i'oic . . . icreoi’-, on ij /tcAtroNrra c<)i6oro toic vfKfxtic. 
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divination method at Lebadeia on the model of the oikouros ophis and the Juno 
Sospita serpent, where the snake prophesied by accepting or rejecting its honey- 
cake ((4i. 10). 

We are on slightly firmer ground with 4’rophonius’ iconography. Pausanias 
tells that the principal cult image of 'frophonius in his temple at Lebadeia was 
made by the fourth-century Praxiteles and resembled an image of Asclepius. We 
may infer, then, that 'I’rophonius bore a serpent-staff in this statue.'^' He further 
tells that in the source-cave of the river Hercyna there was a pair of male and 
female standing statues with Zed//-staffs (he gives no indication of their age). 
Although one might imagine, he observes, that they represented Asclepius and 
Hygieia, they probably represented rather 4'rophonius and Hercyna, ‘since they 
consider drakonles not to be more sacred to Asclepius than to 'frophonius’. 

1 here is in fact an extant example of the image-pair Pausanias describes here: a 
statuette-group of the Antonine period (close in time, then, to Pausanias) depicts 
male and female figures standing side-by-side and both alike holding drakon- 
staffs in their left hands, with the female resting her right hand on the male’s 
shoulder.A Hellenistic initiation relief with twelve figures found in the river 
Hercyna may also show us the pair. It is thought to derive from the sanctuary of 
Demeter Luropa associated with the Trophonion.‘^ ' Of the central pair of figures 
the sixth is a female and the seventh a male, 'fhere is broad, but not universal, 
agreement that the male is 4’rophonius. He is bearded and wears a himation that 
leaves his breast bare. With his right hand he pats the head of a rampant serpent. 
In his left he holds a cornucopia, which another rampant serpent rears up to 
reach.^ Bonnechere proposes that the female figure, who, holding a pair of 
torches, has commonly been identified as Hecate, should be read rather as 
Hercyna. She would certainly belong in such a relief, not only as 4’rophonius’ 
companion, but also in view of the fact that Persephone, daughter of Demeter 
(mother and daughter take first and second positions in the relief), discovered the 
spring of Hercyna when chasing a goose that had escaped from her friend of the 
same name.‘^^' 

Sei pent-pairs recur insistently in connection with 'frophonius. We have seen 
his own anguiform pairing with Hercyna, and the rampant pair that accompany 
him in the [)emeter relief Another pair of serpents appears too in the legend of 
the discovery of his oracular chamber by Saon of Acraephnium: descending into 
the chambei, he encountered a pair of drakontes, but he gave them honey cakes 
and was left unharmed.The custom of 'frophonius’ consulters descending with 


Pausanias 9. 39. Pausanias 9. 39; cf. Schachlcr 1981-9^1: iii. 83. 

IJMC Hygieia -13 = Asklepios 149; neither of the lAMC commentaries ad locc. recogni/.e llie 
possibility that we have I'rophonius and Hercyna here. 

Athens. National Museum 39-12 - I.IMC I lekate 271 - 1 lerc'yna 4 (also illustrated at lionneehere 
2003: -109 tig. 16a e). hoi the potential importance ol Demeter in the remoter history ol Prophonius’ 
cult, see Schachter 1981 94: iii. 70. 

See Pipili 1990 on I.IMC Hercyna 4 and Bonnechere 2003: 317-22, with a helpiul table of 
scholarly idenlilications lor the ligures at 320. Other suggestions lor the seventh ligure have included 
Cahirios (accompanietl by Catimus and I larmonia transformed into serpents), Zeus Meilichios, Hades, 
Asclepius, and Agathos Daimon. 

Bonnechere 2003: 321; Pausanias 9. 39. 

' Schol. Aristophanes Clouds 308a: cf. Pausanias 9. 40. 
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a honey-cake in each hand (for which see Ch. 10) also suggests the expectation 
that a pair of drakontes lurked within. And his sanctuary was home to yet another 
serpent pair. Pausanias tells that consulters began the ritual process of their 
consultation by lodging for an established number of days in the house/chamber 
(oikerna) of Agathos Daimon and Agathe Tyche, whilst undergoing purification, 
bathing in the river Hercyna, and seeking indication of 'Frophonius’ favour 
through sacrifices, particularly those of rams. After their terrifying ordeals were 
over, they were carried back to the same house to recuperate.‘^^ As we have noted, 
one who had consulted Trophonius lost, if only temporarily, the ability to laugh. 
Indeed a well-worn proverb asserted of a morose individual that ‘he has consulted 
the oracle of Trophonius’.^'^ In one of the Greek Magical Papyri, thought to be a 
copy of a second-century ad original, roughly contemporary, therefore, with 
Pausanias, Agathos Daimon is described as hilaros, ‘joyfuF, and as causing plants 
to fruit with his laughter. Bonnechere cleverly notes that this may well have a 
bearing on Agathos Daimon’s role at Lebadeia, the sojourns with the god of 
laughter framing and contrasting with the visit to the laughterless I'rophonius,’^^^’ 
Was there any sense in which all these serpent pairs were at some level identified 
with each other? 

I’he earliest evidence for any kind of serpent-association on I'rophonius’ part, 
as we noted, comes with Aristophanes’ Clouds of 423 and an undatable fragment 
of Cratinus, who died between 423 and 421 bc. Nothing ultimately obstructs the 
hypothesis that, however long he had been in existence, 'Frophonius first acquired 
his serpent affinities in the 420s in the general upsurge of the anguilorms that saw 
Asclepius come to Athens and Amphiaraus get his smart new sanctuary at 
Oropus. 


GLYCON 

Our principal source for the cult of Glycon, the ‘New Asclepius (Fig. 9.2), 
established by the prophet Alexander of Abonouteichos in the middle of the 
second century ad, is Lucian’s engagingly scurrilous narrative of the prophet s 
rise in his Alexander or False Prophety composed in the early ad I8()s. 


l^uisanias 9. 39; discussion at Bonnccliere 2003: 8, 206, 230, 233-3. 

Pausanias 9. 39, Plutarch nrovcrhs 1. 31, Diogc'nianus 1. 8, Zenobius 3. 61, Athenaeus 614b 
(incorporating Scnios rCtil 396 I’10; cf. Scbachter 1981-94: iii. 81), (iiegory ol Na/ian/ (.aimimi, IKi 
38. 312-13 (citing Cosinas), Nonnus PC', 36. 1069, Suda s.v. TfMnoyluv Knrd yyc nmynn, (iregory ol 
Cyju-Lis 2. 24, Apostolius 6. 82, and scboll. Aristophanes Cdonds 306-8. 

PCM IV. 1607-13; Bonnechere 2003: 266 n. 60. 

Mitropoulou 1977: 79 thinks that 'Prophonius is himself a manilestalion ol Agathos Daimon on 
the basis of his anguiform qualities. 

Principal text: Lucian Alexander. As to its date of composition, §48 indicates that Marcus 
Aurelius has died; cf. Victor 1997: 19. Principal iconography: I.IMC (ilycon, Mitropoulou 1977: 
188-200, L. Robert 1980, 1981, Victor 1997 (plates at rear), Petsalis Diomidis 2010: 14 33. Discus 
sions: Weinreich 1921, Cumont 1922, Caster 1938, Idtrem 1947: 73-86, Bordenache Battaglia 1964. 
1988, Robinson 1979: 37-61, L. Robert 1980: 393-421, 1981, Hall 1981: 207-12, Branham 1984 and 
1989: 181-210, lones 1986: 133-48, Lane Pox 1986: 241 30, Anderson 1994(C 1433 7 and 1994h, 
Victor 1997, Chaniotis 2002, Robiano 2003, Rielhnuiller 2003: ii. 372 -3, 396. Ogden 2009/) (to which 
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I^ig. 9.2. Glycon. Marble statue, Constanta, Miizeul de Istorie Nationala si Arhcologic 
2003 = (ilykon 1. Redrawn by briko Ogden. 

According to this,'^^^ Alexander hatched a massive public confidence trick in his 
home town of Abonoiiteichos in Paphlagonia. He first prepared the way for it by 
burying some bronze tablets of his own manufacture in the Chalcedon Ascle- 
pieion. Ihese carried the prediction that Asclepius and his father Apollo would 
shortly move to Pontus and take up residence in Abonoiiteichos. They were soon 
discovered, and the excited Abonouteichans voted at once to erect a temple to 
receive the gods and started work on its foundations. Back in Abonoiiteichos 
Alexander established himself as the new god’s chosen prophet by disseminating 
lurther bogus oracles, and lived up to the part by the affectation of the long 
unkempt hair of the Pythagorean sage and by delivering frenzied prophecies 
whilst foaming at the mouth, with the aid of soap wort.’ 


the lollowing owes iiuich), Petsalis-Dioinidis 2010: 14- 66, Stoiieinaii 2011: 166-70. l-'or (ilyeon as the 
New Asekpius see l.ueiaii Alcxiiudci' A?> {Ac K/\ijTTif>c reoc; cf. also 14, arpiyci'D/Toi' AckAtittioi') and the 
coins of Abonoiiteichos cited at Petsalis-Dioinidis 2010: 32-3 bearing the legend ‘New Asclepius 
(ilycon (I'coc AcKAijiTioc I'Xvkoh'). A century before coins had given Nero the title ‘New Agathos 
Daiinon (j'coc AynOU Jaf/icji-: Head 1911: 720). It may be noted not only that these two titles 
resemble each other in signification, but also that they are strikingly homophonous. 

The following summary is based principally upon Lucian Alcxnfuicr 6-\H and 26. 

Alexaiuler’s Neo-Pylhagoreanism, including an interest in the great Pythagoras and in reincar¬ 
nation: Lucian Alexander 4, 33-4, 40. Alexander had a golden thigh (40), together with a matching 
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He then emptied out a goose egg and sealed it back together using white wax 
and white lead, with a newborn snake inside. By night he concealed it in a muddy 
pool in the foundations of the new temple. The next morning he leapt Ibrth into 
the city’s marketplace, frenziedly hailed the city as blessed for being on the point 
of receiving the manifestation of the god, ran to the temple site and scooped 
around in the mud until he dredged up the egg, breaking it in his hand to reveal 
the young snake, to the amazement of the bystanders, who raised a shout, 
welcomed the god, called the city blessed, and cried out prayers for riches and 
health. Meanwhile, Alexander carried the snake off home, and refused to emerge 
for several days whilst the frantic crowds pressed around and the rumours ol'his 
achievement spread and grew. 

Alexander now brought out a device he had prepared earlier, d’his consisted of a 
massive, beautiful, tame, adult drakon acquired from Pella, and a puppet snake- 
head made of linen, with a strongly humanoid appearance.It could be made to 
open and shut its mouth through the action of horse hairs, and horse hairs also 
controlled a forked black tongue that could thus be made to dart out of its mouth. 
He took a seat on a couch, dressed himself in divine style and took the snake to his 
bosom. He wound the snake round his neck, letting its long body hang down onto 
his lap and the floor below. The snake’s real head he tucked away into his armpit. 
He arranged the puppet head in such a way that it projected from the side of his 
beard, as if belonging with the body of the real snake. I’he couch was located in a 
small and dimly lit room, with entrance and exit opposite. And now the crowds, 
who had worked themselves up into a delirium of expectation, were let into the 
room. They were amazed to find the tiny snake grown so huge in the space oi a 
fbw days, to be so domesticated and so humanoid. But bcibre they could have the 
opportunity to scrutinize it properly, they were hustled out of the exit by the 
continuous press of the crowds behind them. Alexander went on to mount this 
display repeatedly, and particularly on those occasions when there were rich men 
in town. He decided that the new Asclepius should be called Glycon, and 
manufactured an oracle to establish this. Glycon’s fame soon spread through the 
neighbouring regions of Bithynia, Galatia, and Thrace. In the wake ol this came a 
burgeoning industry in the manulbcture of painted plaques of CJlycon, and 
statuettes of him in bronze and silver. 

In due course Alexander contrived another wonder for (flycon. He enabled 
him to give voice by sewing together a long tube from a series ol cranes 
windpipes. He fed the tube into the puppet head, and then out through the 
wall behind him, from behind which an assistant spoke down it. 1'hese most 
special oracles are not given to any 'Tom, Dick, or Harry, but only to the 
wealthiest and most generous clients. 

Despite Lucian’s attempts to undermine Alexander’s reputation, by word and 
by practical jokes,'^’^’ the Cflycon cult he established survived his death and 


golden loincloth (13), in trilnile to I’ythagoras’ own tabled golden thigh (Aristt)tle i nn in)Ne 
Apollonius Hisioriac Mirahilcs 6; Porphyry Life oj Pytlui^oni> 28); cl. Victor 1997: l l. 

Mayor 2()()(): 235 considers (ilycon in the context ol'ancient compositemonster hoaxes, 
l-or the latter see l.ucian Alcxatulcr 53—I. Note also 51, where the ligiire ol the Syrian may also 
represent Lucian himsell (d. 77/c 7'iv/tt’ Accused and Syriiui (ioddetis I). I'or Lucian’s habit ol 
discomliting charlatans with practical jokes compare the dormuoitdry on [I li)')jM)cralesl Ppiilcmics 1. 
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flourished in the Black Sea region and the Balkans for more than a century 
afterwards. We hear little more of it in literary texts, but it is well represented in 
epigraphy, on commemorative coins, in a range of bronze figurines of Glycon, and 
not least in a particularly fine marble portrait of him found in Romanian Con- 
stanza, the ancient lomi (Fig. 9.2).'^’^ I'he chronological indicators in Lucian’s 
texts, together with the coins, suggest that the cult was first established c. 140-5 bc, 
and rose to particular prominence in the 160s.'^^^ The marble and the bronzes, the 
latter of which are akin no doubt to those referred to by Lucian and will have 
served as votives, protective amulets, and perhaps even souvenirs, portray Glycon 
as a rampant snake with semi-humanoid face and human hair, compatibly with 
Lucian’s description of the god.'^’^^ They also tell us things Lucian does not, namely 
that Glycon wore his hair long in the Pythagorean fashion of his sponsor, that he 
boasted prominent humanoid ears with which to heed his petitioners, and a final 
tail that was either bifurcated, trifurcated, or leonine.’ 

'The name of Glycon, ‘Sweetie’, was a particularly appropriate one. As we have 
seen, it accords perfectly with the most traditional name-shape for a great male 
drakon (Ch. 4). And in saluting sweetness, it makes appeal directly to the honey- 
cakes that were traditionally given to sacred snakes (Ch. 10) and indirectly to the 
gentle and easily propitiated nature of a serpent god (Ch. 8). If we trust Lucian, 
Glycon was properly addressed as ‘king’ and ‘master’.’” 

What is the significance of Lucian’s memorable vignette of Alexander’s stage 
pose with Glycon wrapped around him, the pose in which he supposedly admitted 
pilgrims to his presence?”- Interesting light is shed on the question by an 
Alexander Severus-age coin of lonopolis, die new name, ‘City of the lonians’, 
Alexander persuaded the emperor to bestow upon Abonouteichos, at some point 
between 161 and 169 ad, and origin of the modern name Ineboli (Fig. 9.3).”'^ 
A massive serpent sporting long Pythagorean hair (but curiously no beard) coils 

('I. 9, an originally (ireck text only extant in Arabic (Strohinaier 1976: 118-19 provides a German 
Irans.); Madeod 1979. 1994: 1383 and Hall 1981: 4-6, 436-40. 

k'or the coins, bronzes and marble see IJMC Glycon, Mitropoulou 1977: 188-200, L. Robert 
1980, 1981, Victor 1997 fjdates at back), Petsalis-Diomidis 2010: 14-41; cf. also Rielhnuiller 2005: ii. 
373, 396. On the under-warranted assumption that the 'l omi marble was a supposedly life-size cult 
1988: 283 calculates that the marvellous snake was 4.6 metres long! 

Chionological indicators tor Alexander’s activities are found at kucian Alexander 25y 27, 30, 43, 
48, 57; cf. Victor 1997: 1,6-7 and ad locc. 

I'oi the possibility that small portable bronzes (d. Lucian Alexander 18) of Glycon, such as the 
line 6-cm statuette (rom Athens, served as pilgrimage souvenirs, .see Petsalis-Diomidis 2010: 15; as 
protective amulets, see L. Robert 1981: 513 -30. 

Asclepius enjoyed the epithet fVr//<-oof, ‘heedful’, in his Asclepieion at Pergamum: l.Asklepieion 
99; cf. Victor 1997: 2. 

Lucian Philopseudes 40 UPk lAcvc) and 43 (AccTr/nyc). 

1 he notion that Alexander was in some way adopting the imagery of initiates into the cult of 
Sabazius, who supposedly passed snakes through their breasts’ ((.’lenient of Alexandria Proircpticas 
1. 2. 16), need not detain us; cf Caster 1938: 15, Victor 1997: 136. 

Hibliothet|ue national de Prance, (kibinet de Medailles, Waddington (killection 142, reproduced 
at L. Robert 1980: 400 2 (with discussion) and at Petsalis Diomidis 2010: 33-4 fig. 13 (a clearer image, 
with discussion). Alexander secures the name-change for Abonouteichos: Lucian Alexander 58; ci. 
L. Robert 1980: 408-14; Victor 1997: 1, Ogden 2(){)Ha: 120 -1. Unfortunately, none of the coins Lucian 
himself speaks of here has survived: these disjdayed on one side (ilycon and on the other a portrait of 
Alexaiuler himself, hearing attributes of both Asclejiius and Perseus. 
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Fig. 9.3. lonopolis, personified, winds Glycon around herself as Alexander of Abonoulei- 
chos did. Coin of lonopolis/Abonouleichos, ad 222-35. bibliotheqiie national de l-rance, 
Cabinet de Medailles, Waddington Collection 142. (' Ribliotheque national de France. 

behind the neck of a seated figure and drinks from a howl the figure holds out, arm 
extended. The serpent is surely Glycon hut, despite what some have thought, the 
seated figure is not Alexander, for she is female.'She is rather the city of 
lonopolis personified, taking Alexander’s part in his famous tableau (one differ¬ 
ence to he noted from the Lucianic configuration is that the serpent passes behind 
the neck rather than under the chin of his beardless humanoid companion). 
However, the image also conforms, broadly, with familiar image-types of Salus 
on coin reverses from throughout the period of the Roman empire. As we have 
seen, some of these appear to show Salus feeding a serpent that coils around her 
hack from a howl. Of great interest is a type minted under Septimius Severus 
during the ad 204-10 period, shortly subsequent to Alexander’s age therefore, hut 
no doubt based upon an established iconographic model where the serpent coils 
on the lap of Salus to take its fiiod. Here the overall image configuration is 
remarkably congruent with that of the lonopolis coin, not least in so far as the 
serpent faces away in the same direction as Salus, as opposed to towards her as it 
more usually does."^’ All this may imply that Lucian’s vignette is essentially 
fabricated, a fantasy based not on any pose adopted by the historical Alexander, 
but merely upon a feverishly imaginative reading of and extrapolation from 
images of the sort found in the lonopolis coin-type, which was not in itself 
particularly remarkable. But more probably it implies that in adopting his pose 
the historical Alexander knowingly saluted the established iconography of healing 
deities, as well he might. 

'The trick by which Alexander allows Glycon to speak, with the manufactured 
snake head, crane’s windpipe, and concealed assistant, bears a striking resem¬ 
blance to a pagan necromantic trick supposedly exposed by the second- to third- 
century AD Christian apologist Hippolytus in his Refutations. 1 le tells how pagan 
magicians model a human skull from an ox’s cawl, and fasten it together with wax 
and gypsum. It is similarly given voice by an accomplice who speaks from a 


Pace Bordenachc-Ratla^lia 196-}. (Jlycon does have a beard on the coin reproduced at IVlsalis 
Dioinidis 2010: 32 fig. ii (age of Antoninus I’ius). 

See l.IMC Salus passim. 'I'he serpent on lap type: Mattingly 1923 pi. 53 figs. -1. 12, 17. The 
example given in illustration at LIMC! Salus 22 is a ji(n)r one. 
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concealed position down a crane’s windpipe fed into it. I’he magician then makes 
the skull disappear by surrounding it with incense burners, which melt the wax 
and so dissolve the model.* 'fhe Lucian and Hippolytus passages seem to derive 
from a common tradition of fraud-exposure or at any rate of conjuring-trick 
explanation, but what lies behind the trick in Alexander’s case we cannot know. 
Has Lucian foisted the trick upon Alexander to enhance his portrayal of the 
prophet’s traudulence? Or did Alexander indeed employ such a trick by way of 
a sacred effect? 

In the d omi marble, the statuettes, and the coin portraits that portray him in 
the configuration of a rampant, human-headed serpent, rising up from supporting 
coils to the left and the right, Glycon is very much at home amidst the iconog¬ 
raphy, flourishing in his own age, of Sarapis-Agathos Daimon (Ch. 8). Of particu¬ 
lar interest is a sardonyx magical intaglio of the first century bc in the British 
Museum inscribed with a portrait of the latter, for here he, like Glycon, sports a 
bifurcated tail.**'" And like Agathos Daimon and Sarapis, Glycon may on occasion 
have had a female consort. We have already mentioned the slave Epitynchanus’ 
Severan-period Latin altar-dedication from Skopje addressed to lovi et lunojii ct 
Dracconi ei Dracccnae et Alexandro, 'Jupiter and Juno and Dracco and Draccena 
and Alexander’. If this does relate to Glycon, which is far from certain, it is curious 
that he has not been accorded his personal name. An alternative theory that the 
Alexander of this inscription is Alexander the Great gives rise to more problems 
than it solves.' 


DRAKON SIRES: ASCLEPIUS AND ZEUS 

We have already encountered the Phrygian Ophiogeneis, who originated, 
according to myth, when a divine snake had sex with Halia in a grove of Artemis 
(CJi. 5). from the later fourth century bc onwards there developed in the 
Giaeco-Roman world a healthy tradition of drakdti-s'uin^ tales attaching to 
gieat leaders of one sort or another.'"" 'Lhe drakon-sires were most typically 
either identified as Asclepius or assimilated to him. d1ie mechanics of his 
seipent-sii ing, or at any rate one view of them, is conveyed by one of the later 


Hippolytus KcfuUiiions -i. 41; cl, (iaiiscliiiiielz 1913, Ogden 2001: 210-11. l-or conjuring tricks as 
opposed to magic proper in the ancient world see Dickie 2007 

Michel 2001 no. 39. 

(JL iii. 8283. Discussion at (.umont 190:3:1635, Jsasel Kos 1991 esp. 187, Petsalis-Diomidis 2010: 
•M 1 he case lor this inscription honouring CJIycon and Alexander ol'Ahonouteichos may or may not he 
compromised by the existence ol a Greek rock-cut dedication Irom nearby Pretvarje ol the 1st century 
iu., some two centuries prior to Cilycon’s birth, therefore, which accompanies an image of a snake rising 
over a phidlc with an egg: 1 iberius (.'laudius Ruins, pretorian veteran, makes this gift to the esteemetl 
Drakon ; text at Sasel Kos 1991: 186. These are two examples from a small group of mysterious Dnu o 
dedications found across the Roman empire, for other examples of which see ^asel Kos 1991: 188 n. 23; 
there is no pritna Jdcic case, the Illyrian exam}des aside, lor any ol them addressing the same specilic 
(.leity or power. 

Aelian Ndturc of Atiiinuls 12. 39. 

'■ ’ (lerman has a line wortl lor the phenomenon: Schldfi^cuzcu^dii^. 
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fourth-century nc aretalogies from the Epidaurian Asclepieion, to which we will 
return: ‘Nicasibula of Messene performed an incubation to enquire about chil¬ 
dren, and saw a dream. 'Fhe god appeared to come to her with a serpent \drakdn] 
slithering behind him, and she had sex with it. And as a result of this two male 
children were born to her within a year.’^“‘ The serpent, irrespective of its great 
size, seemingly slithers phallus-like into its chosen woman partner. (d1ie Graeco- 
Roman world drew analogies between serpents and phalluses less often than some 
moderns might be inclined to imagine.) 

But serpent-sires could also be identified with Zeus, appropriately enough I'or 
their ruler-progeny, and indeed Zeus was eventually to be found as a serpent-sire 
in a more abstractly mythical register in the Orphic Zagreus myth first attested 
(indirectly) in the late classical period, in which Zeus-Sabazius in the form of a 
drakon had sex with his own mother Rhea-Demeter in the form of a drakaina, to 
produce Persephone, with whom Zeus-Sabazius then copulated in turn, again as a 
drakon, to produce Dionysus-Zagreus (Ch. 2). 


Alexander the Great (tradition originating 336-323 bc?)'“^ 

Plutarch, writing c. ad 100, famously preserves the myth of Alexander the Cireat’s 
siring by a drakon: 

And once too a drakon was seen stretched out beside Olympias’ body as she slept... he 
avoided her company out of religious scruple since she was having congress with a higher 
power.. .Anyway, after the manifestation Philip sent Chaeron of Megalopolis to Delphi, 


ilMl (B) 42. A serpent facilitates the subsequent birth of five children in F.MI (B) 39 by lying over 
the patient Againeda’s womb; it does not seem that the children were born as quintuplets, and the 
serpent does not therefore seem to be credited with direct siring, (d. l-'MI (B) 31 where the god in 
humanoid form facilitates a jnegnancy for Andromache explicitly attributed to a human lather, 
Arybbas (the Molossian king?). 

Rare examples include: 

1. Archaic iconography occasionally substitutes the (ddmaera’s snake-tail with a jdiallus: I.IML 
Chimaira 56 (c.6()()-575 mc), 81 (c.550-525 nc). 

2. Similarly, the c.560-53() ut; Laconian name vase of the ’I'yphon painter, /,/MC' l yphon 23 - Pipili 
1987 no. 193 and fig. 102 (discussed in Ch. 2), clearly positions one of ryjdion’s many serpent- 
heads as a (satyriasic) phallus for him. 

3. Schol. Lucian Dialogues of the (AJurtc^atis 2 records that women made cakes in the shapes of 
drakotilcs and phalluses at the Athenian I'hesmophoria. 

4. At Aristophanes Lysistrnta 758-9 (411 lu;) a sex-starved woman holed up on the Athenian 
Acropolis complains that she can no longer sleep after catching sight of the oikonros ophis: cl. 
Henderson 1991: 127. 

5. The group of 1 lellenistic cipjn named lor /.eus Meilichios from the 1 rophonion at Lebatleia 
discussed in (di. 8) alternate images of serpents with those of (unerect) male genitals. 

6. In some imperial bron/.es, e.g. /,/A/C I lerakles 2091, Heracles raises his club against his own 
phallus, which terminates. Hydra like, in seven serpent heads. 

Uncompelling discussions at Ki'ister 1913: 150 -1, Botlson 1978:70. 

' Lor more comprehensive arguments and evitlence on this topic, see Ogden 2009(, 2009d, 201 \o: 
7-56. Asirvatham 2001 offers rather less discussion of the issues that concern us here than her title 
promises. 
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and they say that he brought an oracle from the god that bade him sacrifice to Ammon and 
honour this god most of all. And it said that he would lose the eye that he had applied to the 
hinge-gap in the door when he saw the god sleeping with his wife in the I'orm of a drakon. 
And Olympias, as lh atosthenes says, sending Alexander forth to his campaign and telling 
him alone the secret of the way in which he was sired, told him to have a mind worthy of his 
birth. Others say that she distanced herself from the notion and said, ‘Will Alexander not 
stop slandering me before Hera?’ 

(Plutarch Alexander 2-3, incorporating Hratosthenes FGrH 241 F28) 

1 he earliest sources to refer to the tale of Alexander’s drcikon-sinng, occur some 
three centuries after the lifetime of Alexander in the Latin tradition, headed by 
Cdcero’s Oti Divination, which he composed in late 45 and early 44 hc, prior to the 
assassination of Caesar, before lightly revising it in the immediate aftermath of 
that event.But we can be reasonably confident that the tradition was current 
already either in Alexander’s own lifetime or at least very shortly after it. 

I'irst, in the same chapters Plutarch links this birth-myth with two alternative 
ones that can, it seems, be associated with the age of Alexander himself. I’he myth 
that Alexander was sired by a thunderbolt seems to salute the king’s own iconog¬ 
raphy. Almost immediately upon accession he began to decorate some of his coin 
reverses with the striking iconic image of an eagle perching on a horizontal 
thunderbolt.'"’ The myth that Alexander was sired by a signet ring emblazoned 
with a lion-seal is recorded also by Tertullian who, importantly, attributes it to 
Lphorus, who is normally held to have finished writing by 330 

Secondly, it is probable that the vignette Plutarch preserves from Eratosthenes 
(c.285-194 ik:) in the passage quoted referred specifically to his serpent-sire as 
opposed to Alexander’s other birth-myths.'"'' Immediate context aside, we may 
note that when the ghost of Silius Italicus’ Pomponia tells Scipio that he is serpent- 
sired (of which more anon), the information is similarly presented as the final 
revelation from mother to son of a long-kept secret.'"^ 

Ihirdly, the cumulative evidence for the early Alexander tradition’s interest in 
marvellous ilrakontes is striking, particularly for those parts of the tradition 
associable with Ptolemy and Alexandria. We have already noted much of it: 

1. Ptolemy developed the cult of Agathos Daimon already in the c.32()-300 lu; 
period, in tight association with the Alexander cult in Alexandria (Ch. 8).'"‘^ 


1 he principal sources: (acero On Divination 2. 1 33, l.ivy 26. 19. 7-8, 'rrogiis as reflected in Justin 
11. 11. 2-3, Plutarch Alexander 2-3, Ptolemy son of I lephaistion at Photius Library no. 190 (M8a; 
1 tolemy wrote either in the Neronian-Plavian or the Prajanic-l ladrianic one: Snda s.v. 'LjTTdifypnbiToc 
and s.v. 11 ruXcfKUDc respectively), Aulus (lellius 6. 1. 1. Composition date oft.)// Divination: Pease 
1920: 13 h>, 388, VVardle 2006: 37 -13. By the mid -Ith century ad the tradition had become .so well 
entrenched that /Mexander could be addressed with the epithet drakontiades, ‘serpent-son’: (iregt)ry of 
Na/ian/ Carniina 1. 2. 13. 91-2 at P(i 37, 773. 

■ Morkholm 1991 figs. 3-6 (cf also fig. 202), he Rider 1996 pi. 9, nos. 10, 11, and 12. 

'I'ertullian De aninia -16, incorpe^rating l-phorus I'drll 70 1'217. l-phorus’ terminus ante: Barber 
1933: 12-13. 

' ’ Sloneman 2008: 7. 

' Silius Italicus Ibmiea 13. 636: (fnando aperire dalnr nobis, nnne deni(ine disce. ‘Learn it at last, 
now (hat 1 am permitted to reveal it.’ 

Alexander Romance 1. 32. 3-7 and 10-13 (A; Armenian §§ 86-8 Wolohojian). 
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2. Clitarchiis recorded the tale of the drakon that appeared to Alexander in a 
dream and showed him how to heal the wounded Ptolemy at Harmatelia 
(see below).Clitarchiis is held to have written soon after 310 bc. Cicero 
identifies this serpent directly with Alexander’s siring serpent.'"^' 

3. In a well-known peissage, Arrian gives us an intriguing insight into Ptolemy’s 

own account of Alexander’s march to Siwah. Whilst all others, he tells us, 
Aristobulus included, had told that Alexander’s army had been rescued from 
the Libyan desert by a pair of crows, Ptolemy had given instead a pair of 
talking serpents (cf. Ch. It is usually believed that Ptolemy compiled 
his history towards the end of his reign (d. 283 ' 

4. Writing by 309 bc at the latest, Alexander’s ‘Chief helmsman of the Lmtas- 
tic’, Onesicritus of Astypalaea, had told that Indian king Abisares had 
regaled Alexander with tales of his pair of gigantic drakontes, one 140 cubits, 
the other 80 cubits in length.‘ 

Where Plutarch or other ancient sources suggest an identity for Alexander’s 
serpent sire, they point to Zeus or Ammon.'''' But it is inconceivable that 
Ammon as the Greeks knew him should have sired in the form of a serpent in 
any original version of the story: he was a ram-god, not a serpent-god, for the 
Greeks, a fact made emphatically clear from Herodotus onwards, and a lact the 
Alexander Romance acknowledges in its awkward and unresolved combination ol 
ram imagery and serpent imagery in its account of the impregnation o( Olym¬ 
pias.No doubt Ammon was grafted onto the serpent-siring tale in order to 
accommodate it with the tradition that Ammon claimed Alexander as his own son 
at Siwah.' A non-Ammonian Zeus makes a better candidate lor the sire. The 
association of the kings of Macedon in general with Zeus was ancient and 
august.Zeus lurks behind Alexander’s other birth myths; it is he that wields 


Diodorus 17. 103. -1-8 and (Airlius 9. 8. 22-8, tlic coincidonco ol whom c'lilails dial (’litarchus is 
tlicir source. 

Cdccro On Diviuatiou 2. 135. 

*Arrian Afialnisis 3. 3. 4-6, incorporaling Plolemy l-'drll 138 1'8, Aristobulus iXirll 139 M l. 
Arrian’s observation is borne out by the remnants of it that survive to us. All the other sources give 
us crows, with the serpents being preferred only here, in association with Ptolemy’s version. Strabo 
C814 = Callisthenes FGrll 124 1-14, Diodorus 17. 49. 5. Curtins 4. 7. 15, Plutarch Alcxnmlcr 27, 
llincrariiim 21 (crows, but acknowledging the variant of serpents). 

'' ' See Roisman 1984. 

‘Onesicritus ol Astypalaea/•'(/?■// 134 16a-c. 

' '' 'I’rogLis as rellected in )ustin 11. 11. 2-5, Plutarch Alexander 2-3, Pausanias 4. 14. 7, l.ucian 
l)i(dogues of llie Dead 13. The exception is the ralionali/ing Ptolemy son ol llephaistion at Pholius 
Library no. 190 (148a), who linds a man called Drakon lurking behind the tale ol the drakon siie. 

Herodotus 2. 42, with Lloyd 1975 -88; ii. 192-5, l-phippus / (»>// 126 P5 Alhenaeus 537e. 
Alexander Ronanice 1.8-10, 30 (A). Lor Ammon’s ram-related iconography see /./A/(. Ammon /x/ss/n/. 
Ammon has a serpent body at lAMC Ammon no. 150 alone, this because he is here merged with the 
anguiform Sarapis. Hellenistic images of Alexander, including some made just a lew years alter his 
death, give him ram’s horns in his capacity as Ammon’s son, but never the attributes ol a snake: Stewart 
1993 figs. 77-9, 101-3, 117-18. 

Callisthenes FGrll 124 L14 - Strabo C814, Diodorus 17. 51, I'rogus at lustin II. 11. 7 13. 
Curtins 4. 7. 8, 25-7, Plutarch Alexander 27, Arrian Aindhtsis 3. 3. 4 6, incorporating Ptolemy FGrll 
138 P8 and Aristobulus L'GrIl 139 PI4. 

'P’vidence collectetl at l.e Bohec 2002. 
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rig. 9.4. Olympias abed with the serpent-sire of Alexander the Great. Roman contorniate, 
•Uh century ad. British Museum R48()3. ( 'I’he I’rustees of the British Museum. 

the thunderbolt, and it is he that sired Heracles, the referent of the signet-ring’s 
(sc. Nemean) lion motif If we look for a particular aspect of Zeus to credit with 
the siring, then the obvious candidate is Zeus Meilichios, the most prominent of 
the anguiform Zeuses, a god possibly grounded adjacently to the Macedonian 
Pindus in myth (Ch. 8), and a god known to have received cult in Macedon, 
subsequently at any rate.*'^'^ 

But Alexander’s sire was seemingly also, in later tradition, assimilated to 
Asclepius. 4'he Harmatelia serpent with which Cicero identifies the siring serpent, 
has strongly Asclepian overtones, and indeed its tale seems to salute directly an 
aetiological myth of Asclepius’ own discovery of herbal medicine and association 
with serpents, as we shall see. 

1 low was Alexander’s serpent-siring visualized? Olympias’ congress with the 
serpent finds marvellous illustration on third-century ad Macedonian coins and 
on fourth-century ad Roman contorniates. On the latter Olympias is sometimes 
conveniently labelled ‘Olympias Regina’, and typically shown reclining on a couch 
with a dolphin-headrest whilst feeding or perhaps petting the head of a large 
serpent rearing up in S-formation (Fig. 9.4).‘ Additionally, the Alexander 
Romance tells how, in an episode subsequent to the act of siring, the serpent (in 
context a transformed Nectanebo) ostentatiously coils himself up upon Olympias’ 
knee in order to trick a sceptical Philip into accepting the reality of the divine 
siring: he reared himself up and placed his chin upon her hand, then he flipped 
his whole body into her lap and kissed her with his forked tongue’.* “ This episode 
is illustrated in the late-antique Baalbek mosaic of the Romance, where indeed the 


' A dedication hy Philip V to /cus Meilicliios at Pella: Ciauthier and 1 latzopoiilos 1993: 146 n. 3; 
l.e Bohec 2002: 17. A substantial f ragment of a colossal marble serpent statue found in a deposit in the 
antechamber ol 1 emjde 11 in the liucleia sanctuary at Vergina (Aegae), dating to some jK)int before tiie 
mid 2nd century lu:, may well derive from an anguiform statue of Zeus Meilichios: so Saatsoglou 
Paliadeli 1991: 12-21, 2000: 390-1. 

' Discussed at Ross 1963: 17-21 with pi. 6a, Yalouris et al. 1980: 116, (.'. Vermeule 1982, Stewart 
2003: 62 3, and above all (barney 2006: 122-3 and Dahmen 2006: 140-1, 134. 

' Alcxmidcr Ronuuiic 1.10. 
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figure of the serpent, though partly lost, evidently sal in Olympias’ lap.* All this 
imagery emphatically recalls that of Hygieia or Salus feeding their avatar-serpents, 
and so again brings us back to the Asclepian realm.' Indeed, in later versions ol 
the Alexander Romance, when Philip sees Nectanebo pretending to be Ammon in 
the shape of a giant serpent, he does not know which god he is supposed to have 
seen, and speculates that it might be Ammon, Apollo, or Asclepius.' ' * Is it pure 
coincidence that, in one of the few contemporary references to the historical 
Olympias, a speech in defence of Euxenippus delivered in the early 32()s lu:, 
Hypereides refers to her dedication of a phiale to the statue of Hygieia on tlie 
Athenian acropolis?' *"’ 

Aristomenes of Messene (tradition originating 
in the late fourth centuiy bc? Late third centuiy bc?) 

I’here was some dispute as to the identity of the father of Aristomenes ol Messene, 
the legendary leader of the Second Messenian War. Pausanias notes that most ol 
the Greeks identified him as one Pyrrhus, whilst he himself knows him to have 
been one Nicomedes. This dispute no doubt related solely to the identity ol his 
earthly father. For the Messenians, as Pausanias explains, ‘hold that his birth was 
rather splendid, for they say that a dainion or a god took on the form of a drakon 
and had sex with his mother Nicoteleia. 1 am aware that the Macedonians have 
said similar things in the case of Olympias and the Sicyonians in the case ol 
Aristodama, but these differ to the following extent. F'or the Messenians do not 
make of Aristomenes a son of Heracles or Zeus as the Macedonians make 
Alexander the son of Ammon and the Sicyonians make Aratus the son ol Ascle- 
pius.’* *^’ We know that Aristomenes’ mother Nicoteleia featured in Rhianus ol 
Bene’s (i.e. Lebena’s) late third-century ik: epic devoted to the hero, the Mcsse- 
niaca, and it is likely, accordingly, that the serpent-siring featured in that poem.' 

Is Pausanias right in his claim that Aristomenes’ serpent-sire was unidentified? 
Such a claim could perhaps be justified by the proliferation throughout Laconia 
and the southern Peloponnese from the sixth century lu: onwards ol a wide range 
of mostly legendless hero images incorporating snakes iCh. 7). Little art ol any 
kind survives from Messenia itself prior to its liberation in 369 lu:, but striking 
among such material as does survive are the terracotta plaques ol the seventh to 


““ Sec Cnichab 1957 vvilli reproductions at pis. 22-5, lloss 1963: 3-5 willi reproductions at jd. I 
a and b. 

' 'rbe misdirection occasioned by a Hellenistic marble relief from Palatitsa in Macedonia, now in 
the Louvre (Louvre M.A. 2550), is instructive. Here a large serpent coils on the lap ol a sealed, lully 
clothed female figure (both are headless). I'he Macedonian context (d the find led Simon to suj^imse 
0957: 25-6, with photograph at pi. 10.1) that it constitutes an early illustration of Olympias with her 
serpent. But the fragment unquestionably depicts Hygieia with her avatar, as would never have been 
doubted had it been found in any other context: compare e.g. the Roman period statues and slaluettes 
at 1 lygieia 89-10. 

‘“ Alexander Ronauice 1. 10 (L; -Ith ^lh cent. ad). 

''' Hyperides 4. 19; discussion at (iarney 2006: 95 -6. 

Pausanias 4. 14. 7. 

Rhianus IXirlI 265 P39 / L50 Powell; cf. Ogden 20()3: 161. 
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loiirth century bc from the sanctuary of Deineter and the Dioscuri at Ithome, 
amongst which images pairing hoplite with snake are prominentd*^^ But there is 
reason too for thinking that Aristomenes’ father had once been recognized as 
Asclepius. The image that is most suggestive for Aristomenes’ serpent-siring is a 
third-century bc stone relief from the Messene Asclepieion. In this a warrior with 
a round shield faces a woman across an altar, onto which he pours a libation. 
A snake twists through the air between them. One can well imagine how images of 
this sort could have been reinterpreted to represent Aristomenes with his famous 
talismanic shield, his mother and his serpent-sire. In this case the snake would, 
inescapably and despite Pausanias, have borne the identity of Asclepius.Let us 
turn again to the late fourth-century bc lipidaurian miracle inscription with which 
we began this section: Asclepius sires a pair of sons with a Messenian woman 
named Nicasibula. Might this refer not to the historical era but to the legendary 
one, and to Asclepius’ siring of Aristomenes and an otherwise unknown brother 
with his Messenian mother under an earlier form of her name? Unlike ‘Nicoteleia’, 
‘Nicasibula’ would not have fitted into one ol llhianus’ hexameters. If this is 
indeed to what the inscription refers, it offers a relatively early piece of evidence 
within the extant Aristomenes tradition.Pausanias partly compares Aristo¬ 
menes to Alexander in the manner of his serpent-conception. No doubt the 
Messenians did the same: a pair of second-century ad statue-bases built into a 
Christian basilica in Messene named their subjects as ‘Aristomenes’ and 
‘Alexander’.'-^’ 


Aratus of Sicyon (tradition originating in the late third century bc?) 

We have already noted the fragmentary epigram inscribed on an Lpidaurian 
statue base of the third or second century bc that once supported a treasury- 
guarding serpent: ‘His fatherland [i.e. Sicyon or the Achaean League] set up this 
serpent, the monstrous father of the hero Aratus [271-213 bc], to be a guardian of 
possessions (Ch. 4).’ After reporting Asclepius’ arrival in Sicyon in the form of a 
serpent on Nicagora’s mule wagon, Pausanias notes that in his Sicyonian temple, 
there are small images suspended from the roof. They say that the woman on the 
dtakon is Aristodama the mother of Aratus, and they hold that Aratus is the son of 
Asclepius. It is hard to envisage the configuration of the mobile of the woman 
on the drakon. If the image were supposed to depict the act of siring, one might 


'rhcinelis 1998 esp. 163-8; cf. Ogden 2003; 137-8. 

1 henielis 2000; 30 (illustration), 32 (description). I-'or the Messene Asclepieion, see Riethniiiller 
200,-); ii. 136 -67. II Rhianus did speak of Aristomenes’ serpent-siring, iiiight he have drawn inspiration 
also fiom the prominence ol serpents in the important Asclepieion ot his liome town of Lebena (lor 
which see above and (.h. 10)? I-or Aristomenes' talismanic shield, see Pausanias -I. 15. 5, 4. 16. 4-7, 4. 
18. 4 -9, Polyaenus 2. 31. 2-3, with Ogden 2003; 59-88. 

l-MI (Ip 42. h'or the Aristomenes tradition see Ogden 2003; 177-99; the only certain extant 
mention ol’Aristomenes prior to this inscription is Callisthenes I’drll 124 l•23 (before 336 nc). 

' 'I'hemelis 2000; 28-32; cl. Ogden 2003; 39-40. 

/(; iv 622 (R. I lerzog 1931; 37 [VV71 )); ['llfXDoc] /I/kItoio ncXojpiot' oj[(3e ro/crya]j [cicf (>/KU\orT(( 
TT<iri)ic K<id\fnot'd Krent'of. 

Pausanias 2. 10. 3, ctti no diJUKovri', cl. 4. 14. 7. 
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rather have expected the drakon to be on the woman. Herzog supposes that Aratus 
was sired by Asclepius when his mother Aristodama incubated at Epidaurus for 
childlessness, and that either Sicyon or the Achaean League subsequently 
honoured Aratus after his death in 212 bc by setting up a statue of his serpent 
father to guard the Epidaurian sanctuary’s treasury.^’’ But it seems equally likely 
that Aristodama might have incubated in her local Sicyonian sanctuary of Ascle¬ 
pius which had existed since the fifth century,where her mobile was to hang, 
with the Sicyonians thinking it appropriate to honour Aratus additionally at the 
more prominent and well visited mother-sanctuary at Epidaurus. 


Octavian-Augiistus (tradition originating c.40 bc?) 

'fhe notion that Octavian-Augustus was sired by a serpent was no doubt inspired 
by and modelled on the Alexander myth. Suetonius cites the Theologoiunena ol 
Asclepiades of Mendes, who is thought to have been Auguslus’ contemporary: 

Alia came in the middle of the iiighl for a solemn rite ol Apollo. She had her litter set down 
in the temple and fell asleep, the other matrons sleeping likewise. A draco suddenly crawled 
in up to her and exited a little later. When she woke up, she purified herself as she would 
after the embrace of her husband. And at once there manifested itself on her body a mark 
resembling a painted draco, and she could never expunge it. The eventual result was that 
she forever kept away from the public baths. Augustus was born in the tenth month and 
was regarded as the son of Apollo for this reason. 

(Suetonius Aagastiis 94 = Asclepiades of Mendes I Call 617 h2) 

I’he Latin is discreet, but seems to want to tell us that the serpent physically 
entereci Atia, as in the case of Nicasibula. Some have held that Atia’s impregnation 
is portrayed on the multiply mysterious and controversial Portland Vase (which 
may not even be an ancient artefact). According to this interpretation, Atia is the 
reclining female figure, d o the left Apollo in human form reaches out to her fiom 
his temple and clasps her hand. Apollo again, now in serpent form, or an angui- 
form avatar of the god, rises over Atia’s breast from her loosely draped lap, as if to 
kiss her, whilst Cupid hovers overhead with his how. do the right Romulus looks 
on approvingly. The possibility is intriguing, but should not detain us luilhei, 
given all the uncertainties that hang over the vase, and given also the fact that the 
anguiform’s head is closer in configuration to the ketos- or sea-serpent-type llum 
to the drakon- or serpent-typK' one might have exp)ected to find in such a scene. 


' R. Iler/.og 1931: 37. 42-3, 74. 

'for the sanctuary see Riethiiu'iller 2005: ii. 63-H; ct. i. 233. 

' dracoficni repente irrepaisse ad cam paiilocjiic posl c^rcssaia. Jacoby 1923 ad loc. assigns 
Asclepiades to the 1st century lu; and 1st century ad. All this material is recycletl at (.assius Dio •1''. 
1.2-3. 'fhe tale seems to be vaguely alluded to also at lipip^rammala liohiensia (text at Speyer 1903) 39. 
Domitius Marsus on Atia the mother of Augustus: '1 am called fortunate before all other women, 
whether, as a mortal woman, 1 gave birth to a mortal or a god. Discussion ol the Augustan birth myth 
at Kienast 1982: 218-19 n. :5-l. 

' 'rhe case is put principally by Simon 1957, and most recently by Brooks 2001: 213 19; other 
views at I laynes 1975 and Walker 2001. 
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For all that the siring god here is Apollo and that he is Icnown to have had his 
own temple snakes in myth at 'Froy and in reality in Epirus, the circumstances of 
the siring, a night-time sleep in a temple, whether a formal incubation or not, are 
strongly suggestive of his son Asclepius. It is not surprising, therefore, that the 
fifth-century AD poet Sidonius Apollinaris should assert, in confused fashion, that 
Augustus was sired both by Phoebus Apollo and by Asclepius, saluting the 
Alexander paradigm too as he does so; ‘Alexander the Great and Augustus too 
are held to have been sired by a serpent god and to have shared Phoebus and 
Jupiter between themselves. For one of these sought his father at Cinyphian Syrtes 
|i.e. Siwah|, whilst the other delighted in the fact that he was held to be born of 
Phoebus because of his mother’s marks, and he boasted about the Epidaurian 
signs of the Paeonian drakon f 

When did Octavian-Augustus first make the claim? "Fhe historians currently 
hold that Octavian only started claiming divine parentage of any sort after Actium 
in 31 Bc.' However, Cassius Dio, writing in the early third century ad, makes 
Atia’s claim that Octavian had been sired by Apollo in the form of a serpent the 
reason that Caesar actually chose to adopt Octavian in the first place. If we were to 
take this seriously, then Octavian’s claim to his serpent sire would have preceded 
the adoption, which took place in September 45 bc. But no doubt it is a retro- 
jection. Nonetheless, Octavian is seemingly attested as identifying himself strongly 
with Apollo already in the early Second-Triumviral period. Suetonius preserves a 
report of a notorious and indulgent banquet Octavian held in which he dressed 
himself up as Apollo, and which drew the scorn of Antony and others. The 
banquet is said to have been particularly outrageous as held during the general 
famine imposed on Italy by Sextus Pompey’s blockade. The blockade-context 
locates it at some point in the period 43-36 ik:, with c.4() lu: offering the best 
occasion.Of course these charades, while certainly good evidence for Octa¬ 
vian s growing affinity with Apollo, do not directly entail that he was already 
making his claim to actual filiation by this point. 


Scipio Atricanus (tradition originating c.40 bc?) 

1 he tradition that Scipio Africanus was serpent-sired is first attested by two Latin 
authors cited by Cellius. Julius Hyginus wrote in the Augustan age, but Cains 
Oppius is believed to have composed his biography of Scipio a little earlier, in the 
age of the Second Triumvirate: 

1 hal which has been writleii in CJreek histoiy of Olympias, the wife of king Philip and 
mother of Alexander, has similarly been handed down in tradition in relation to the mother 
of the first Publius Scipio to acquire the surname Africanus. For both Ciaius Oppius and 


'Sidonius Apolloniaris 2. 121-6. 

' KicMiast 1982: 376, Chaniolis 2005: 443. 

Suetonius Augustus 70; cl. Powell 2008: 74. The blockade began with the proscriptions in 43 lu:, 
aiul ended with the battle of Naulocluis in 36. 

1 thank Anton Powell for his advice on this matter. 

Discussion of the Scijuo serpent siring tradition at Walbank 1967, with earlier bibliography on 
the issue at 54. julius Hyginus: P. L. Schmidt 2005. Oppius: F'iindling 2000. 
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Julius Hyginus, and others who have written of the life and achievements of AlVicanus, 
relate that his mother had long been held barren. 'They say too that Scipio, to whom she was 
married, had given up hope of children. But subsequently, when she was lying down alone 
and had fallen asleep in her bedrooin in the absence of her husband, a huge snake {(Uiguis) 
was suddenly seen lying by her side in the bed. 'I'he people that saw it were terrified and 
shouted out, whereupon it slipped away and they were unable to find it. Publius Scipio 
himself referred the matter to the soothsayers and they, after making sacrifice, replied 
that children would be born to him. And indeed a few days after that snake was seen in the 
bed, his wife began to perceive the signs and feelings of pregnancy. In the tenth month 
thereafter she gave birth and that Publius Scipio was born who defeated Hannibal and 
the Carthaginians in Africa in the Second Punic War. But he too was believed to be a man 
of divine excellence because of his achievements rather more than because of that 
portent. (Aldus Gellius 6. 1. 1) 

d'he context of barrenness again invites us to think of Asclepius in view of the 
Epidaurian miracle inscriptions, for all that there is no formal incubation. But 
the remainder of the tradition, which begins with Livy’s third decad, written in 
the years after 19 nc, affirms that Scipio’s sire was in fact Jupiter, in whose 
temple on the Capitol Scipio used to sit alone before performing any busi¬ 
ness.The tale is intriguingly elaborated by Silius Italicus in his Piinicn, 
published c. ad 100, to which we have already referred. When Scipio encounters 
the ghost of his mother, she reveals to him the truth of his birth: she was resting 
apart from her husband at midday (a popular time for the manifestation of 
demons), when she awoke to find herself, amidst brilliant light, in the embrace 
of Jupiter in the form of a scaly serpent that dragged its coils after it. Having 
conceived Scipio thus, she died in parturition.'^''^ It is possible that the myth of 
Scipio’s serpent-siring was developed by or for Octavian-Augustus in the Second 
'Lriumviral period.One could well understand how this new king might wish 
to sweeten the precedents of Alexander and other Greek leaders with that of a 
more reassuringly Roman hero for some sectors of his audience. Scipio was 
credited not only with coming from a snake, but also returning to one. As we 
have noted, Pliny knew that his estate at Liternum featured a cave where a snake 
guarded his ghost (Ch. 7).'^'^' 


Nero (tradition originating ad 54-68?) 

I’he Augustan and Scipionic tales spawned a notable tribute to themselves. 1 acitus 
reports in the Annals, published c. ad 120, the tradition that guardian draconcs 


Livy 26. 19. 7-8; d. Valerius Maximus 1.2. 1, ('assius Dio 16. 37. 39. Dating t)f Livy s third deead: 
l-'usillo and Schmidt 2()()5: 750. 

Silius Italicus 13. 634 -49; cf. A. R. Anderson 1928; 35-6. I'or tlte manifestation of demons at 
midday, sec J. Drexler 1890-7, (’allois 1937, and, more generally, Blum and Blum 1970: 331 2. At 15. 
139-48 Scipio is directed to take up a command in Spain by the appearance in the sky ol a massive 
golden serpent heading westwards, whilst Jupiter thunders approvingly. 

Before this, in the mid 2nd century lu;, Polybius 10. 2. 6 -7 (cf. 10. 5. 8 and 10. 9. 2) alreatly knew 
that Scipio had been the recipient of divine favour, describing him as tlicioa, ‘divine’. I’his is probably 
not enough, in itself, to take us all the way to the snake, though Walhank 1967: 61 -9 thought it might. 

Pliny Ndhinil History 16. 234. 





340 


Drakon Gods of Healing 


were found in the baby Nero’s bedroom. 4’he emperor himself had demurred, 
maintaining that only a single serpent had been seen.'^’"' Suetonius, writing around 
the same time, tells a slightly different tale: Messalina sent assassins to kill the baby 
Nero, whom she regarded as a threat to the succession of her son Britannicus; the 
assassins were frightened away by a (single) serpent (draco) that shot out from 
beneath the baby’s pillow. Suetonius adds that the truth behind this tale was that a 
piece of slough was found beside his pillow. His mother Agrippina enclosed this in 
a protective golden bracelet for him, which Nero then wore until the memory of 
his mother became hateful.Building on this, Cassius Dio subsequently records 
that the slough was actually found around Nero’s neck, and that the seers divined 
from this that he would receive strength from an old man.*^'"^ The Neronian 
tradition seems to have had a retroactive effect on the Scipionic one: the late- 
antique On the Great Men of the City of Rome pseudonymously attributed to 
Aurelius Victor tells that Scipio’s serpent-sire was discovered coiling around him 
though doing him no harm.'^^^ 


Alexander of Abonoiiteichos and the children 
of Glycon (tradition originating c. ad 140?) 

An inscription of Caesarea Troketta in Lydia from shortly after ad 160 identifies a 
priest of Apollo Soter as ‘Miletos, son of the Paphlagonian Glycon’. Perhaps this 
man s mother had, in barrenness, performed incubations in Glycon’s Abonou- 
teichos sanctuary.’^' Lucian’s sarcastic reading of the phenomenon of Glycon’s 
siring career is that it was rather Alexander of Abonoiiteichos himself that seduced 
wives and fathered children with them, leaving their gullible husbands to boast 
of it: 

Me was always making a mockery of tools in this fashion, both corrupting women all over 
the place and sleeping with boys. Ik)r each man it was a great thing and something to be 
pi ayed for, that he should turn liis gaze upon his wife. If he should also consider her worthy 
of a kiss, each man thought that all Agathe I’yche would stream into his house. And many 
women even boasted that they had conceived children by him, and their husbands bore 
witness to the effect that they were speaking the truth. (Lucian Alexander 42) 

1 here is further serpent imagery here: as we have seen, Agathe Tyche was the 
anguiform consort of the anguiform Agathos Daimon, who was so welcomeci 
when he slithered into private houses to bring them good fortune (see Ch. 8). This 
biief passage corresponds strikingly with the narrative in the a-recension of the 
Alexander Romance of the wicked Nectanebo’s deceitful seduction of Olympias. 
Lie releases a tame snake into her bedroom, but as she prepares expectantly for 


'facitiis Annals 11. 11. Suetonius Nero 6. 4. 

(.assius Dio 61.2. 4. (4. Plutarch (,rassus 8 where it is told that when the adult Spartacus was first 
brought to Rome, a snake was found coiling around his face as he slept. Mis wife, a 'Miracian maenad 
and prophetess, said that it foretold great power and success. 

' I Aurelius Victor] I)c viris illusirihiis urhis Ronianac 49. 1. 

''' Id Rom iv. 1498; cf L. Robert 1980: 405-8, Bordenache-Battaglia 1988: 279, Victor 1997: 12-13, 
C ',. R. jones 1998, Retsalis-1 )iomidis 2010: 43-4. 
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divine congress, he then takes its place.I’he magician Nectanebo subsequently, 
as we have seen, transforms himself into a snake in order to persuade the initially 
sceptical Philip that his wife’s mysterious pregnancy is indeed divine. The account 
concludes, ‘Philip held himself blessed henceforth for this reason that he was 
destined to be called the father of divine seed.’*^'^ The a-recension is normally 
dated to around ad 300, but the Romances roots stretch back into the third 
century bc. It seems probable that Lucian is alluding to it here, as it permits him a 
shorthand articulation of Alexander of Abonouteichos’ charlatanry.’^ ‘ 

Lucian also seems to tell us, in subtle fashion, that Alexander of Abonouteichos 
claimed himself to have been sired by a god manifest in the form of a snake: he put 
it about that he was sired with his mother by the healing hero Podalirius, himself a 
son of Asclepius.’^'’ One imagines that, like his fellow healing deities Asclepius 
and Glycon, Podalirius adopted serpent form to sire, and this is probably implied 
by Lucian’s scoffing observation that, ‘Podalirius was so wanton and woman- 
obsessed by nature that he was carried by his erection {styesthai) Irom 'I'ricca as lar 
as Paphlagonia and Alexander’s mother.’’^^’ I’he image of the sex-obsessed hero 
trailing after his own erect member, charging ahead with a mind of its own, 
initially seems arbitrary, though admittedly memorable. 4’he image becomes less 
arbitrary if we see it as a debunking representation of the form in which Asclepius 
typically travels between his cult sites, that of a rampant serpent. 


Galeriiis (tradition originating in ad 305-1 1?) 

The claim to serpent-siring is telegraphically attested by Aurelius Victor as 
having been made by the later Roman emperor Galerius (r. ad 303-11): ‘He 
arrogantly dared to assert that his mother had conceived him alter the embrace ol 
a draco, in the fashion of Olympias, who gave birth to Alexander the Cireat.’ It is 
interesting that Alexander, still, rather than Augustus, should be cited here as the 
model. 


Coda: the drakori in love 

None of these tales, bald as they are, speak ol romantic love between the drakon 
and its woman mate, but the notion could be entertained. Aelian preserves a tale 
in which love rather than procreation takes centre stage. In Israel a massive 
di'akon fell in love with a beautiful girl. It used to visit her and sleep with her 


Alexander Romance 1.7 (A), but tliis episode is better preserved in the Armenian translation, sd 3 
Wolohojian. 

Alexander Romance 1. 8-10 (A). 

1-or the dating of the Alexander Romance in its various recensions, see Stoneinan 19%: 601 9, 
2007: pp. Ixxiii-lxxxiii, 2008: 230-2, )ouanno 2002: 26-8. Lucian’s Alexander makes ironic allusions to 
the canonical lite of Alexander the (ireat throughout: ()g(.len 2009/). 

Lucian Alexander 11, 39. 'I'he ancient testimonia lor Podalirius are collected at L.delstein and 
l-delstein 1943 TL197-216. 

Lucian Alexander 11. 

Aurelius Victor lipiiomc de Caesarihas 40. 17; cl. Walbank 1967: 34. 
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like an ardent lover. She went away for a month in hopes that it would forget its 
ardour, but when she returned it was all the keener, and it encircled her and gently 
lashed her legs with its tail, as if in anger.Aelian also preserves a tale from 
Hegemon’s Darcianica (perhaps of the third century bc) of a drakon that fell in 
love with a boy, Alenas of'I’hessaly. It would kiss his hair and lick around his face 
and clean it with its tongue, and bring him gifts from its hunting activities (as 
typical of pederastic courtship).These tales belong to a common type, the most 
lamiliar examples of which are those of the goose of Aegium that fell in love with 
Amphilochus of Olenus and the ram that I'ell in love with Glance, lyre-player to 
Ptolemy Philadelphus.'^'^ 


CONCLUSION: WHY WERK THE HEALING 
CODS l)RAKONTES^< 

'Phe question does not admit of a definitive or reductive answer, nor should we 
expect it to do so: the importance of Asclepius and the other healing gods entailed 
that they should be enmeshed in a complex of competing and even contradictory 
symbolism. Accordingly, their serpent form must be contextualized in ancient 
Greek culture and understood in a number ol different ways. 

I'irst, Irom the arcliaic period onwards dead but returning heroes were often 
embodied in serpents, as we have seen in Chapter 7: the serpent that enters the 
earth and returns from it offers a ready metaphor for them.*^' Asclepius’ principal 
myths enshrine the theme of return from the dead three times over, for Asclepius 
himself and for his patients: as a baby Asclepius is recovered for life when Apollo 
snatches him from the womb of his dead mother Coronis as she burns on the 
pyre;‘^“ Asclepius devotes his own life to the reanimation of the dead, but is 
himself struck dead lor doing this by Zeus’ thunderbolt;*^'^ he is then restored to 


AcVnm Nature of Afiiniah Ct. 17. AcWim Nature on Animals S. 11. 

Aelian Nature on Animals 1. 6, 5. 29 (including Theophrastus l‘567b h'ortenbaugh), 8. 11. Pliny 
Natural History 10. 51, 207, Plutarcli Moralia 972f. 

(T. Salapata 2006: 356. 

Pindar Pythian 3. 2-1-33, Ovid Metamorphoses 2. 331-632, Pausanias 2. 26. 4-8. 

Hesiod 1-31 MW, Slesichorus IT94 P/V/C/7Cainpbell, Naupactica FK) West, Panyassis F3 West, 
Acusilaus IT8 Fowler, Pindar Pythian 3. 24-53, Aeschylus Agamemnon 1019-24, Pherecydes F33 
Fowler, ITiripides Alcestis 1-7, 122-9, Ainelesagoras PGrll 331 F’3, Andron VGrll 10 F17, Plato 
Pepuhlic 408bc, Phylarchus I Grll 1T8, Staphylus PGrH 269 F'3, 'relesarchus PGrll 309 F'2, Polyan 
Ihus/Polyarchus ol'Cyrene PGrH 37 FT, Virgil Aeneid 7. 765-73, Propertius 2. 1. 57-62, Ovid Pasti 6. 
743-62, Metamorphoses 16. 531 -6, Pliny Natural History 29. 1. 3, Apollodorus Bibliotheca 3. 10. 3, 
lustin Martyr Apology 22. 6, Dialogus 69. 3, Marcianus Aristides Apologia 10. 5-6, Heraclitus De 
incredibilibus 26, Lucian On Dattcing 45, Hyginus babulae 49, Q. Serenus Saininonicus Liber medici- 
mdis prooeiniuni 110, Sextus FaniTricus Adversus mathematicos 1. 260-2, Tertullian Apologeticus 1-1. 
3-6, (-lenient ot Alexandria Protrepticus 2. 30. 1, Origen Contra Cldsuni 3. 23, l.actantius Divinae 
institutiones 1. 17. 15, Firniicus Maternus l)e errore profanarum religionum 12. 8, Ambrose ot Milan 
()n Virgitis 3. 176. 7, Libanius Orations 13. 42, 20. 8, Ausonius Opuscula 16 p. 197, l.actantius Placidus 
on Statius Hiebaid 5. 43-1,6. 353, Servius on Virgil Aeneid 6. 398, Isidore ol Seville Ptymologies 4. 3. 1 -2, 
schol. Pindar Pythian 3. 96, schol. Furipides Alcestis 1, schol. Apollonius Argonautica 4. 611-17, schol. 
Lucian Zeus Gonfuted 8, S'. Ignatii martyrium Romanum 3. 2. 
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life a second time through catasterization as Ophiiichiis, the ‘Snake-holder’.*^* 
Amphiaraus and 'Frophonius seem rather to have been caught between life and 
death in curious ways. Amphiaraus was swallowed by the earth, chariot and all, at 
either Harma (‘Chariot’) near I'hebes, or Oropus, and so entered the underworld 
bypassing death. Like Asclepius, he rose up trom the earth again to become a god, 
at the site of his sacred spring within his Oropan sanctuary.*^’ One ot 4'rophonius 
myths told that he had constructed the descent-chamber (or his oracle, retreated 
into it and prophesied there until he died o( hunger, whereupon a daitrionion 
inhabiting the place continued to give out prophecies. Another told that he had 
fled into his hole and died there after being chased (dr the robbery ol the treasury 
that he had constructed with Agamedes for Myrieus or Augeias.**^^’ Whilst we are 
not explicitly told that 4'rophonius rose from the dead, as did Asclepius and 
Amphiaraus, it may have been that he was considered ‘halt-dead’ ilicniithnes). 
'Lhis is what Strepsiades, in Aristophanes’ Clouds, tears will become o( him it he 
enters Socrates’ school, as he compares it to Trophonius’s hole.*^' 

Secondly, the serpent’s slough otTered a ready figure (dr medical renewal, a 
notion made explicit by the second-century ik: Apollodorus ol Athens and found 
frequently in later Greek writers.*^^ An Aesopic tale lound (irst in Sophocles tells 
how a dipsas snake acquired eternal Youth trom men. Men loaded Youth onto the 
back of an ass. I'he ass, struggling under the load, came to a spring and asked its 
guardian snake (dr a drink of water. 4’he snake gave the water in exchange tor the 
ass’s load, and henceforth snakes can ever put o(( their ‘old age’ (geras), as the 
Greeks termed their slough. 

Thirdly, the healing (unction sits comfortably alongside the serpent s othei 
well-established functions in antiquity: those ot watching, guarding, and protect¬ 
ing, particularly in relation to the household. Nilsson and Schouten see the 
Asclepian snake as originating in the culture ot house snakes and the divinities 
built out of them (Ch. Gornutus explains that the drakon is the symbol ol 

the attentiveness necessary for medical care, whilst festus tells that the Roman 


IHratoslhenosl Catasicrhmi 1.6,1 lyginus Vabuhic 231.2, Astnmotnica 2. l-l, schol. (lorniaiiiciis 
Aratca 71, Servius on Virgil Aciicid 11. 239, Macrobius Satiininlid 1.20. 1 --1, John I.yclus Ih 
4. 142, Cosinas on Clrcgory of Nazianz CAintic}i 32. further sources tor Asclepius inoie gencia 
deification at Iklelstein and lidelstein 1943 'r'ri29, 236-63. 

Huripides Suppliiuits 923-7 (bypassing death), Strabo (.399 (swallowed at Oiopus), Statius 
'I'hcbaid 7. 816-23 (graphic description of the chariot-swallowing), bausanias 1. 3-1 (Amphiaraus 
swallowed at 1 larma, rises at the Oropan spring). 

Scholl. Aristophanes Clouds 306-8; Proclus aircstoniutlihu argument to Tclc^iotiiu (at M. h. V\ est 
2()()3n: 166-9). 

Aristophanes C.Vom/s 304. 

ApoIkKlorus ol Alhons. I GrII 2'14 l•138a. So loo Conuiliis riicohgi(h- (inimif iviii/'i'iiiliiiiti. . 
Artciniilorus (hicirocrilkii 2. 13 (iiiexplicil), eusohiiis I’mcpnmlio cvmiaclkii 3. 11. 2h, M-icroliiii:. 
Sdtiinidlid 1. 20. 1-t (also tompariiig llio {Indv lo llio son, wliicli leliiins oath ila) lioni Ik 
prolouiKlesl ilopllis to its iiikiaay hclBlit. its 'yotitlt'), l ltctKlorct Cmccdndd dlJaUdddm addlid 8. 
23. Cosiiias oil (ircgory of Na/.iaiiz Cdrmcn .32, scliol. Ari.stoi'liam's Wailth 733. Sco laldstoiit ami 
iklelstciii 1945; ii. 228-9, Sclioiitcii I9(,7: 40, iioilson 1978: 87. 

Aesop 458 l>eny, at .Sopliocics Koplioi Sdtyivi l•3(,2 l>earsoi,/7V(;/’'. Nicamler Ihaidcd .kit 38, 
Aelian Nature of Auiuuds 6. 31. 

Nilsson 1967-74: i. 402-6, Schouten 1967; 33-7. 
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Asclepieion was under the guardianship of a draco because this is the most vigilant 
of all animals, and sick people require vigilant care.‘"^‘ 4’his way of thinking was no 
doubt already established when Horace invoked the sharp-sightedness of the 
serpens Epidauriiis as a commonplace. 

Fourthly and connectedly, we may wish to give particular attention to serpents’ 
established function as guardians of springs (Ch. 4), for springs were often held to 
be fundamental to the Asclepieia. Vitruvius is emphatic that temples of Ascelpius, 
Hygieia and other healing deities should be founded in places that are naturally 
healthy and furnished with suitable springs: the sick heal more quickly when 
transferred from pestilential places to healthy ones and they drink healthy water 
there.F'estus asserts that the sick of Asclepieia are helped by the doctors 
primarily with water.In the Athenian Asclepieion the spring of Halirrhotios 
was accessed within a circular chamber cut into the rock of the side of the 
acropolis directly from the abaton.^"^'^ A remarkable inscription from the Lebena 
sanctuary in Oete records how father and son temple wardens were guided by 
divine snakes sent by Asclepius to springs and streams so that they could bring 
water to the sanctuary (see further Ch. lO).'"'^^' Pausanias tells that the chrysele¬ 
phantine statue of Asclepius at F^pidaurus stood directly over a well (phrear),^'^^ 
and that the sanctuary of Asclepius near Pellene was furnished with copious 
supplies of water, with the image of Asclepius standing beside the largest of the 
springs.At Pergamum the sacred spring was located prominently at the centre 
of the sanctuary’s court. Aelius Artistides penned a lengthy encomium to it, ‘On 
the Well in the Asclepieion’, as well as a panegyric, ‘On the Water in Perga¬ 
mum . As we have seen, the site at which Amphiaraus rose up at Oropus 
became his shrine’s sacred spring, whilst the spring of Hercyna became 4’ropho- 
nius’ consort at Lebadeia. 

Fifthly, biting snakes were sometimes used in archaic art to express a pain 
experienced. A black-figure vase of c.570-560 bc shows Odysseus and his men 
driving the fired stake into the eye of the Cyclops. Over the men’s heads there 
stietches, in parallel with their stake, a sinuous serpent that bites the Cyclops in 
the forehead just above the eye. A black-figure vase of c.565-550 bc shows Atlas 
stiuggling to keep heaven—in the form of a great Sisyphean rock decorated with 
stais on his shoulder with one hand whilst with the other he clutches at the pain 
in his lower back; a winding, rampant serpent strikes at the same spot.“^^^ If a 


I estus I)c vcrlwrum sigtiijicatu 67 M, 110 M. Schol. Aristophanes Wealth 733 seems to grope 
towards tlie same notion. See Hdelstein and Kdelstein 1945: ii. 228. 

^ Horace Satires 1. 3. 26-7; cf. Bodson 1978: 87. 1981: 68. 

Vitruvius On Architecture 1. 2. 7. 

I'estus De verborum signijicatu 110 M. See Iloll/.mann 1984: 865, LiDonnici 1995: 8-9, 13. 

See plans at Sclinalkeand Selheim 1990: 18, Rietlimuller 2005: i. 252-3. In Amjdiiaraus’ shrine at 
Oropus the spring stood adjacently to tlie temple and its altar: see plan at Schnalke and Selheim 
1990:25. 

Inscriptiones Creticae i. xvii no. 21 - SCini 5088 = R. Merzoe 1931: 53 (Wl.eh 4) = 4791 
lAlelstein. 

''''' Ikuisanias 5. 11. 11. Pausanias 7. 27. 11. 

See plan at Schnalke and Selheim 1990: 23; Aelius Aristides Orations 39, 53. 

I.IMC Atlas 1; cf. (irahow 1998: 97-100. with pis. 14-15, figs. 68-9. Cf. LIMC Si.syphos i 27 
f Plruscan). 
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snakebite could be deployed as emblematic of pain in general (and what could be 
better chosen to do so?), then a snake could also be emblematic of the fight against 
pain in general, on the lighting-fire-with-fire principle. In a conceit that unifies the 
serpent’s toxic and healing qualities, Apollodorus tells that Asclepius had from 
Athene the blood that flowed from the veins of the dying Gorgon. 4'hat f rom the 
left side was destructive of men, that from the right preserved them, and it was this 
that he used to raise the dead.“^^' Such ideas found practical expression in 
medicine. Snake flesh was considered an antidote against snake venom (i.e. to 
constitute a ‘theriac’) and against poison in general. Adder flesh was included by 
Andromachus in the revised version of the antidotuni Mithridaticuni he devised 
for Nero.“^^“ Pliny was able to assert, beyond this, that the snake’s body offered a 
versatile range of healing preparations, which was why it was sacred to Ascle¬ 
pius.Galen discusses cures effected by viper flesh at length, and notes one of the 
Pergamene Asclepius’ incubation cures in which a rich man was told to drink and 
anoint himself with a drug made from vipers.Once again we find serpents in 
symmetrical battles (cf. Ch. 6).“^^-’ 

Sixthly, the Greeks had aetiological tales to explain the serpent’s association 
with healing. One is uninformatively hinted at by Nicander: Paeon (Asclepius), he 
tells, once reared a drakon, seemingly an archetypal one, in the vale of Pelethro- 
nium on Pelion.“^^^’ More intriguingly, Asclepius was credited with the reanima¬ 
tion of the Gretan Glaucus from at least the time of the fifth-century lu; 
Amelesagoras. According to the full account found in Hyginus, Asclepius was 
confined with the dead Glaucus in his tomb by his father Minos and compelled to 
heal him. A snake crawled in and up his staff, and Asclepius killed it, beating it 
repeatedly with the staff. I’hen a second snake entered, carrying a herb in its 
mouth, which it laid on the dead snake, whereupon it was restored to life and both 
fled the tomb.“^^' We might at first feel that this tale, intriguing though it is, has 
little explanatory power for Asclepius’ association with serpents. I'or one thing, it 
is an alternative to the almost identical tale of Polyidus’ revivification of the same 
Glaucus after he had fallen in a pot of honey, which was being told as early as 


Apollodorus Bibliotheca 3. 10. 3. 

Ckilen I)c antidotis 1. 6; ci. Pliny Natural History 29. 24; cl. Schoulen 1967: 107-16. 

Pliny Natural History 29. 72. Cf. also (e.g.) 30. 85 (the tabulous ainphisbaena worn as an amulet 
against disease), 30. 91 (the magi avert epilepsy with a iiraco-U\\c amulet), 30. 106 (snake slough cures 
erysipelas), 30. 129 (a snake-slough amulet eases childbirth). In the Ihiropean folk tale traditi(m, the 
blood of a dragon’s heart is often held to function as an exceptional remedy: no. 305 A 1 Ik 

Calen l)c situpliciuui uicdicauicutorwu tcuiycrauicutis ac Jacultatihus libri .\i at xi-xii 
pp. 311-23, esp. 315, Kiihn. Modern Creek folk-tales have tuberculosis patients being cuied by 
drinking the white vomit t)f a snake that has drunk an excess of milk: Blum and Blum 1970 nos. la 16. 

Some comparanda: in India the Nagas’ (cobra-kings’) actual venom was believed to have 
curative properties, especially against other forms of poison, and especially that of plants (see \'ogel 
1926: 17 -18), whilst for the lews Moses fought snakebites with a brass snake elligy on a pole (Numbeis 
21: 4). 

Nicander Thcriaca 438-40, with schol. (TT697-8); cf. l-delstein and l-delstein lO l:.: ii. 228. 

Amelesagoras /'(/r// 330 h'3 apud Apollodorus Bibliotheca 3. 10. 3 and schol, I'urijhdes Ahestts I. 
1 iyginus Astrouoniica 2. 14; cl. hid)ulae 49. 1. (4. also Ovid basti 6. 749 :vl, Proj>eitius 2. 1.61 {(.u>sis 
herbis), schol. Pindar Pythian 3. 96). lAisebius Praeparatio Pvauyelica 3. 11. 26 explains that the snake 
itself is medical expert, knowing both a ilrug for returning to life and another tor keen sight. See 
Ixlelstein and h'delstein 1945: ii. 228. 
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Euripides’ tragedy Polyidiisf^^ For another, its motifs can be paralleled from 
elsewhere in Graeco-Roman culture. The snake that brings a healing herb in its 
mouth and demonstrates its power is found in the Clitarchan tale of the dream at 
I larmatelia that allowed Alexander to cure Ptolemy as he ailed from the wound of 
an arrow tipped with snake venom.4'he laying-on of herbs to reanimate is 
toLind in Apuleius’ tale of the Egyptian priest Zatchlas’ reanimation of Thely- 
phron.^'^^ But its explanatory power becomes much greater when we consider that 
the tale belongs to a folk-tale type with almost universal coverage, ‘The Three 
Snake-Leaves’ (no. 612 ATU), in which a doting husband entombed with his dead 
wile observes a snake reanimate its dead mate with three leaves and so does the 
same lor his wife (who then proceeds, alas, to kill him in league with her lover).^^ * 
'fhe association between serpents and healing probably had deep folkloric roots in 
Greek culture. 

Seventhly, and relatedly, it remains possible, though undemonstrable, that the 
practice of asking actual snakes to lick the sick had ancient roots in Greek folk 
medicine, and that the serpent gods of healing functioned as divine hypostases of 
these actual snakes, to which we now turn. 


Apollodorus liihliolheca 3. 3. 1-2,1 lyginus I-abulac 136; cf. I-uripides Polyidus r'F634-45a TrGF. 
1 he tale gave rise to the proverb ‘Glaucus drank honey and rose again,’ Apostoliiis 5. 48 C'PG; cf. Ogden 


2001; 59 


Diodorus 17. 103. 4-8, (Airtius 9. 8. 22; see also Cicero On Divination 2. 135. Strabo C723 has a 
rationali/ed version ofthe tale, whilst the accounts of Justin 12. 10. 2-3 and Orosius 3. 19. 11 elide the 
identity ol the revealing agent. 

Apuleius Mctaniorpiwses 2. 21-30. esp. 28. 

1 he tale-type exposes the archaeology ol Apuleius’ Thelyphron narrative, which has redistrib¬ 
uted its motifs, for it too includes a cheating wife, with her lover, killing her husband, the sealing of a 
iving person in a chamber with a dead one, and that chamber’s penetration by a creature. The creature 
in this case is a weasel, but its hypnotic, sleep-casting stare might be that of a drakon. Cf. ATU 6721), in 
which a farmer falls into a pit in which there are serpents. 1 le sees one licking a white stone. He imitates 
It and lemains alive without food and drink. Hventually he is rescued from the pit by another serpent, a 
large one. Note too the traditional aetiology ofthe Nagapanchami festival in Bombay (Vogel 1926: 277- 
8), in which a Nagina (female Naga), taking pity on a Brahmin’s daughter, tells her how to restore to life 
the family that she herself, the snake, has just killed, by sprinkling nectar on them (cf. Glaucus’ honey). 
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Did the Greeks and Romans keep or deploy actual snakes in the sanctuaries ol 
their serpent-related gods? 'Fhe evidence bearing on the question is admittedly 
confusing, and can prompt one to wonder whether the sanctuary snakes ol 
ancient Greece belonged in their entirety to the realm of dreams and fantasy. 
However, when considered properly, the evidence for the presence of snakes in 
some sanctuaries at least is compelling, and the comparative evidence ol modern 
religious cultures renders it easy to accept. A certain degree of conlusion can he 
removed if we accept that, alongside the culture ol maintaining numbers ol actual 
snakes openly in some sanctuaries, there was a parallel culture in other sanctuaries 
of supposedly maintaining, in a similar fashion, a (usually) individual serpent that 
was never (normally) seen. We shall look at the latter phenomenon first, before 
turning, secondly, to the evidence for more tangible snakes in ancient sanctuaries. 
Thirdly, we will ask a number ot questions about the modes ol their maintenance 
and deployment. Fourthly, we will ask which varieties of snake, as recognized by 
modern herpetology, may have been so kept or deployed: the Four-lined snake 
will be of particular interest. And finally we will look brielly at some comparative 
material. 


'FHE GREAT UNSEEN AND THU OIKOUROS OPHIS 

'Fhe notion of a (usually) individual snake maintained in a sanctuary hul never 
(normally) seen is most clearly expressed by Aelian. Fie tells us ol a sacred drakon 
kept in a tower in Metelis in Egypt. Every day the serpent’s attendants leave a howl 
of barley, milk, and honey on a table lor it, and withdraw behind closed doors to 
allow it to eat, never setting eyes upon it. Curiosity once got the better ol one ol its 
servants. He opened the doors to see it, whereupon the serpent became angry and 
withdrew, but inflicted madness, dumbness, and eventually death upon the man. 
Does the tale report a historical episode and demonstrate that there was indeed an 


’ Aelian Nature of Aiiiuials 11. 17; cl. 11. 32 where the ghost ol a sacred asp harries a lariner who has 
accidentally chopped it in hall with his spade (the larnier is delivered hy Sarajhs) and Lucian 
Philopscudcs 20, where the animated statue ol Pellichus punishes a thiel with a madness that similarly 
culminates in death. 
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actual snake at the heart of the cult? Or does it rather serve as a dynamic warning: 
See what will happen to you if you try to look for the snake (that isn’t actually 
there)! The latter, surely. We may compare Aelian’s account, derived from 
Phylarchus, of Egyptian, i.e. Alexandrian, householders feeding their domestic 
Agathoi Daimones snakes, quoted in Ch. 8. 'This seems to imply, on close reading, 
that the householders never encounter their guest-friend snakes, not only, as is 
explicitly stated, when they rise in the night, whereupon the snakes withdraw 
before the clicldng of the householders’ fingers, but at any time at all. 'Fhe snakes 
seem to be summoned at the point at which the householders, having finished 
their meal, retire to bed, and they are imagined to do their feeding over the course 
of the night whilst the householders are safely out of the way. These Agathoi 
Daimones snakes are evidently plural, though it may be held that each household 
just had an individual one to itself.^ 

A broadly similar model to the Metelis arrangement also underlies Aelian’s 
more verifiable account of the serpent of Juno Sospita at Lanuvium (discussed in 
Ch. 5). Aelian specifies that the snake’s hole is situated within a sacred grove, and 
that virgin girls carry barley cakes to it whilst blindfolded, guided by the serpent’s 
breath. I he snake refuses to touch the food brought by the unchaste girls, and it is 
ciLimbled and carried out of the grove by cleansing ants; the unchaste girls are 
duly punished (cf. the legitimacy- or bloodline-testing snakes of the Psylli). I’he 
notion that the girls should be unable to see as they carry the food to the serpent is 
already implicit in Propertius’ rather earlier account of the same rite: he describes 
the descent that they must make to the serpent as being ‘blind’ and urges them to 
be caieful of their journey in apostrophe. If they prove to have kept themselves 
chaste, the year will be fertile. 4’he Late-Republican coins of Eabatus that illustrate 
the gills holding out cakes in the cradle-like folds of their dresses for the rampant 
serpent to eat appear to show them wearing heavy veils before their faces, which 
might be supposed to be opaque.'^ 

1 ausanias account of the cult ol the Sosipolis drakon in Elea also seems to 
conloim to this pattern (Ch. 5 again). 4’he drakon shares a common temple with 
Ei eithyia. 1 he public outer sanctum was hers, but the private inner sanctum was 
hs. Only his priestess, an old woman that kept chaste, was permitted to enter, and 
vSie lad to weai a white veil wrapped over her head and face, Pausanias is careful 
to specify, to take in his bathing water and honey-barley cakes.'^ 

1 his model also seems to fit Athens’ famous but problematic oikoiiros ophis (an 
oi ouros drakon for Eustathius), the snake that supposedly guarded a temple on 


Phylarchus I 'drl J K1 1-27 - Acliaii Ndtiirc of Animals 17. 5. 

Acliaii Natinc of Animals 1 1 . 16; Propertius 4. 8 . 2- 14; see Ch. 5 lor the coins, and C4i. 1 1 for an 
interesting C;hristian development of the theme of the blindfolded girl iDc promissionUms, PL 51, 
p. H.V'*). Adian Nairne of Animals 16. 39 may provide us with a further ref raction of the phenomenon of 
an individual great unseen drakon. 1 le tells how, purportedly in the historical era, a great drakon lived 
111 the woods beside Mt. Pelinnaeon on Chios. Its presence was revealed by its hiss, but local farmers 
and heidsmen, in leiror, refused ever to look upon it. Its true size was eventually revealed, however, 
when it was destioyed in an accidental forest fire and its massive bones were left exposed for inspection. 
Mayor 2()()(); 136 7 historicizes this tale, and finds it to offer evidence for the ancient discovery of the 
bones of a prehistoric behemoth. 

' Pausanias 6. 20. 2 6. 
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the Athenian acropolis, probably the Erectheiim, in its old and new forms.' The 
first and key text is that of Herodotus: 

'fhey [the Athenians] made haste to put these [sc. households) out of harm’s way both 
because they wished to comply with the oracle^’ and indeed not least because of the 
following reason. ’Fhe Athenians say that a large snake iophis) dwells as a guardian ol'the 
Acropolis in the shrine. 'I’his they say, and indeed they maintain the practice of laying out 
monthly offerings for it on the basis of its existence. 'I'hese monthly offerings consist of a 
honey cake, 'fhis honey cake hitherto was ever devoured, but at that point it was untouched. 
When the priestess had indicated this, the Athenians abandoned their city even more 
keenly, on the basis that the goddess [i.e. Athene Polias] too had lelt the Acropolis.' When 
they had got everything out, they sailed to the lleet. (tlerodotus 8. 41) 

For all the speculation about whether the oikouros aphis was identilied with Frictho- 
nius (see Ch. 7) this passage suggests that it was identified rather with Athene 
herself^ 

Again we have a single snake fed, apparently, by a priestess, which prophesies 
an unwelcome future when it refuses food. Herodotus’ sceptical mode of expres¬ 
sion seems to imply either that the snake is never seen, at least by the public, or 
indeed that it does not exist.The notion that the snake is unseen may draw 
support from our second source for the oikouros ophis, Aristophanes Lysistrata of 
411 lic: here a woman guarding the acropolis complains that she cannot sleep 
after having seen the oikouros ophis; one joke here seems to depend upon the 
similarity between snake and phallus for the woman in her sex-starved condition 
(cf Ch. 10); but another may depend upon her claim to have seen a creature the 
audience knew could never be seen.'^^ 


’ Discussion at Mitropoulou 1977: -19-30. Bodson 1978: 78-9, 1988-93, Baillcr 199/: :')3:v 19, 
Gournielcn 2004: 342-8. Hesychius and Bhotiiis Lexicon s.v. oiKovpnv and l.ustathius on lloinci 
Odyssey 1. 337 make it die guardian snake or dnikon 'of Polias’, whose shrine was located in the 
lu'ectheum. Perhaps schol. Aristophanes iysistroln 739, toi- 6[mK'n'T(i np Lllhit'dc, mr '})v\<ik(i tod 
I'aof/, could also bear this interpretation. 

(iiven at Herodotus 7. 140. 2, 141.4. 

^ Ckimpare the fantasies about Agathos Daimon’s abandonment ol a doomed /Mexandiia discussed 
in (4i. 8. P’or further examples of the abandonment ol doomed cities by their gods, see /Veschylus Si rt ii 
304-3, Huripides ’I'wades 23, Virgil Aeneid 2. 331, Horace Odes 2. 1. 2:'*, lacitus llistoiies a. 13, 
Alexander Ronuuice 1. 3 (A); cf. How and Wells 1912 ad loc. 

“ Cd'. Mitropoulou 1977: 30. 

C:i. How and Wells 1912 ad loc. Sourvinou-lnwood 2011: 34: ‘since that snake was not real... 
but alas her claim is not argued further. /\n account ol the same episode is lound, with a 1 hemistoekan 
twist, at Plutarch riieniislocles 10 (cf. c:h. 7): ‘Themistocles took as a sign the business about the drakon, 
which seems to have disappeared from the/its precinct isekos) in those days, finding that the choice 
offerings (aparchai) made to it on a daily basis were untouched, the priests announced this to the 
many.’ Nothing Plutarch says bears upon the question of whether the snake is seen or not, but he gives 
no indication that it may not have existed, whilst offering some potentially interesting variant details 
about the snake and its maintenance. I lowever, we cannot be sure that his words are ultimately based 
upon anything other than variation of Herodotus’. On the relationshij^ between Herodotus and 
Plutarch here, see Bodson 1978: 78-9, Marr 1998 ad loc. Photius s.v. oIkodid)v o'r/xr reads as lollows: 
T/h' TY/c IfoXu'Ooc <lwXaKiv Kid llpXdoToc. dh'>Xn,>x<>^ i^i' id’ToD 'file text seems to be corrupt and it 
remains unclear what claim is being attributed to Phylarchus (/•(//// 81 f/2). On the basis that 
Phylarchus was claiming that there were (at some p<iintH two oikonroi oplieis, (loui melen hyjHithesi/es 
a tradition contaminated by that of fa icthonius’ serpent pair. 

/'Xristophanes Lysistrata 738-9: (L, ov tod o<ln\' clOov toi- oiKoDfior non. 
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How long did the oikoiiros ophis maintain its place on the Acropolis, actual or 
virtual? In the third century ad Philostratus speaks of, for what it is worth, ‘the 
drakon of Athene which still now lives on the Acropolis’, though what the ‘now’ of 
this Second Sophistic text might be remains unclearJ ‘ One would like to know the 
antiquity of the modern Greek folk belief that a giant guardian snake of 15-20 feet 
in length has lived amongst the stones of the Propylaea for centuries. 

The rites of the Classical Athenian 'fhesmophoria may have embraced plural 
unseen drakontes. As we saw in Chapter 5, the snakes that inhabited Demeter’s 
rnegara withdrew before the rattling sound made by the ‘bilgers’ as they entered to 
retrieve the remains of the piglets thrown in (ct. the Agathoi Daimones snakes 
withdrawing before the householders’ clicking fingers).*’^ 

It is not inconceivable that there were actual serpents at the hearts of (some 
of) these cults, for all I lerodotus’ hesitancy, and for all the questions begged 
about the practicalities of the husbandry of a serpent one may never look upon. 
But the important thing is to recognize that ‘the unseen drakdti' was a distinctive 
cult type, whether or not it deployed an actual snake, and not to permit the 
necessarily ambivalent evidence for it to compromise the evidence for the public 
maintenance of actual snakes in Asclepian and related sanctuaries.’ * As we have 
seen (Chs. 4, 6) drakontes tended to attract vision-related lore: it is an intriguing 
notion that the ever-seeing should also be the never-seen. 


HVIDI-NCH PGR THE MAINTENANCE OF SACRED 
SNAKES IN ASCLEPIAN AND RELATED SANCTUARIES 

Asclepieion at Epidaurus 

Our richest evidence bears upon the great Asclepieion at Epidaurus, even though 
we have to wait until Pausanias for more-or-less explicit literary testimony to the 
piesence of actual snakes in the sanctuary. Pausanias has been talking about the 
Lpidauiian Asclepius sanctuary, and most immediately the temple of Apollo 
Maleatas on the hill above it: 

1 he (itdkontcs, both the rest of them and the kind inclining towards a more yellow 
ixantfioteion) colour, are held to be sacred to y\sclepius, and with men they are tame 
(hcnicjoi). 1 he land of the I'.pidaiirians alone supports them. I find the same thing to have 
come about in other lands too. Idhya alone supports land crocodiles, not shorter than two 
cubits, hiom India alone are brought the birds called parrots, amongst other animals, fhe 
I'.pidaui ians say that the big snakes that extend to more than thirty cubits, such as occur 
amongst the Indians and in Libya are another kind of animal (geiios) and not drakontes. 

(Pausanias 2. 28. 


“ Idiilostraliis h)iai>incs 2. 17. 6. 

l^luni and Blum 1970: 127 (18). 

'' Schol. Lucian Dialogues of the Courtesans 2. 

" R. llcr/og 1907: 207 believed that if Asclepian sanctuaries ever kept sacred snakes, these were 
nonetheless never visible to their publics, except in dreams. 

'’ (d. Bodson 1981: 71-2, with discussion of textual issues. 
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As it stands the text might be taken to imply that the serpents are associated 
particularly with Apollo Malealas, but their introduction does seem abrupt, and it 
has been suspected either that the beginning of this passage is corrupt or that a 
sentence has dropped out. 

I'he sanctuary’s famous miracle inscriptions were set up in the later fourth 
century rc, but seemingly collate individual private votive narratives dedicated in 
the sanctuary prior to that point, perhaps over the previous century or so.’^' Some 
of these explicitly confine the healing role of snakes to the realm of dream and so 
can hardly be taken as direct evidence for the presence and deployment of actual 
snakes in the sanctuary. Thus Cleimenes of Argos, in a fragmentary entry, is 
reported to have been cured of a disability when he saw a night-time vision (apsis) 
of a snake coiling around his body.*^ Agameda of Cos incubated I'or cliildren, saw 
a vision of a snake lying over her womb, and subsequently gave birth to live.'” 
Nicasibula of Messene incubated for the same reason and saw a vision of Ascle- 
pius who brought his serpent with him. She had sex with it and produced two hoys 
within a year (see Ch. 9).'‘^ But other entries seem to speak about the action of 
serpents in the real world. One tells how a dumb girl was frightened by the sight of 
a serpent crawling away from one of the trees in the ‘grove’ as she entered the 
sanctuary, shouted for her mother, and thereaf ter regained the power of speech."" 
dwo further entries seem actually to contrast interactions with snakes with 
visions. First, the entry recording the introduction of Asclepius’ cult to the city 
of Malieis tells how Thersander first performed incubation in the Fpidaurian 
sanctuary, though failed to see a vision (apsis), before discovering that a serpent 
of the sanctuary (drakan, aphis) had travelled home with him wrapped around the 
axle of his cart. This narrative does seem very concrete, and the phrase ‘a serpent 
of the sanctuary’ seems unprovocatively matter of fact."' Secondly, we are told ol 
an unnamed man whose toe was cured by a serpent (draka}i): 

A man had his too cured by a snake (aphis). 'This man was in a bad way, with a nasty ulcer 
on his toe. During the day he was carried out by the attendants and seated on a bench. Slee}> 
took hold of him, and during this sleep a serpent (drakoii) came out of the abaton and 
cured his toe with its tongue (tai glossai), and after doing this went hack into the ahatoti. 
When he woke from his sleep and was well, he said he had seen a vision (apsis), and that he 
had seen a young man of beautiful form sprinkle a drug over his toe. (LMI (A) 17) 

Merc the encounter with the beautiful young man is emphatically ascribed to the 
dream world, whilst the improbable action of the snake is, by contrast, located in 
the real world. The beautiful young man (neaniskas), we can hardly doubt, is 
Asclepius himself. Although more familiar in his senior, bearded form, the god 


l-'or editions of and coininentarics upon the text ol tlie inscriptions, see 1C llerzog U)-M. 
laDonnici 1995; for translations of the inscriptions into I'.nglish, I'.delstein and lAlelstein 19-15 
no. 423, LiDonnici 1995. h’or the dating of the inscriptions: l.iDonnici 1995: 17, 76-82. I'or the notion 
that the inscriptions collate previous individual private votive narratives, see l.iDonnici 199i'»: 10, 13 'i, 
50-1, who speculates that some of them may have originated on wooden plaques illustrated with the 
animals in question (snake, dog, goose), or even upon votive models ol the animals. 

HMI (B) 37. HMI (B) 39. 

™/(B)42. liMI (O i l. 

I'jVJI (B) 33: t>i)dK<»v (id Tu T<in’ btjum'. Ricthmuller 2005: i. 230-10 sees a genuine role lor actual 
sanctuary snakes in the 1-pidaurian ‘’rranslationsritus’ or ‘Uhertragungsritus.’ 
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does appear as a beardless young man already in the art of, probably, the fourth 
century hc, and certainly that of the third century bc.““ I’he strictly coordinated 
parallelism between the dream action of the young Asclepius and the supposedly 
real-world-action of the serpent speaks for a strong identification between the 
sanctuary serpent and the god. We shall come to similar conclusions when we 
consider the implications of the Archinus relief for the conceptualization of 
Amphiaraus. 

But we should take cautionary note of a further fragmentary entry, which warns 
us both that not all dream-world actions may be declared as such, and that one did 
not need to be one of Asclepius’ established sanctuary snakes for the god to work 
through one. This entry tells how Melissa had a tumour cured by a viper (echis). 
It seems that the viper had been sleeping amidst the baggage she brought with her 
to the sanctuary on her mule cart and somehow got into her bed when it was 
unloaded by the slaves. It opened the tumour on her hand for her, and thereafter 
she became well. This snake was evidently not a hallowed denizen of the shrine, 
but an (initially) common snake brought into it from outside. Nor would we have 
expected the established sanctuary snakes to include vipers. Although the entry 
does not speak of dreams and works hard to justify the events narrated in terms of 
real-world action, one is left wondering whether the key act of the biting did not 
after all take place in a dream given both its improbability and the fact that it 
seems to have happened to Melissa whilst she was in bed.“‘' 


Asdepieion at Athens 


In Aristophanes Wealth of 388 hc, the slave Carion tells how Wealth personified 
is cuied of his blindness by incubating in the Athenian Asdepieion. Carion, 
incubating beside him, notices that an old-lady incubator is keeping a pot ol 
poiiidge beside her, and, inspired by the shrine’s pilfering priest, decides to help 
himsell to it. As he does so, he accidentally rouses her, and she puts out her hand 
to the pot, so he hisses like a pareias snake and bites her hand, which she then 
quickly letracts, wrapping herself up in her blanket and farting with fear. Later, 
Asclepius himself emerges from his temple and comes to Wealth, summoning a 
pail ol serpents after him to help him treat him. Of this more anon, but for all its 
disinclination to distinguish between the waking world and the dream world, this 
naiiative seems to presume that one would find actual serpents in the Athenian 
Asdepieion. 


lAMC Asidcpios 20 ('I'cgcan rclici; or 3rcl cent, lu;); cf. 40 (coin of'I ricca, C-.400-344 lu;, but 
not certainly representing Asclepius). l-or the manifestation ol a beautiful young man to a sick man in a 
dreamlike stale, see also l.ucian Piiilopseiidcs 25. 

I’.MI ((.) 45; cl. also i,MI ((>) 58, with a mention ol a drakCm, but too fragmentary to be useful. 

' • Aristophanes Wealth 633-747, esp. 687-95, 727-41. Roos 1960 offers a detailed discussion of this 
passage. Parker 1996: 181 wondered whether the Asdepieion in question was the one in the Piraeus 
rather than the one on the Acropolis, on the basis of the reference to ‘sea’ at 656-8, but Riethmiiller 
2005; ii. 25 remains confident in the Acropolis. 


/\ Day in the Life of a Sacred Snake 

Asclepieion on Cos 


353 


The documentation of the presence of actual snakes in tlie Coan Asclepieion 
depends upon the interpretation of one of the last lines of Herodas’ fourth 
Mirniarnb. I’his follows the visit of two ladies and their maids to an Asclepieion, 
probably the Coan one, since the second Miniianih is located on tlie island, and it 
bequeaths us perhaps our best single insight into the daily life of any ancient 
Greek temple.“ ' At the end of the poem Cynno tells her maid Coccale to cut a leg 
from the bird they have sacrificed and give it as payment or tip to the genial 
temple-warden with whom they have been speaking. She then tells her: ‘Put the 
liquid meal (pelanos) into the serpent’s idrakon) hole {trogle)/^' in holy I'ashion.’"'' 
The natural implication of this is that one or more actual snakes live in a hole 
somewhere in the sanctuary, and that the snake or snakes are given a bit of sacred 
food there. Ikit the interpretation that has become the most conventional since 
Herzog advanced it in 1907 and Nilsson reformulated it in 1947 is that Cynno is 
referring to the dropping of a coin into an offertory box decorated with the image 
of a serpent in a terminology that presences a discontinued practice.’^ 'Hie case Idr 
reading the reference as primarily to an of fertory is solid. 'I'he offertory ithesanros) 
decorated with a serpent was a common phenomenon in the shrines of anguiform 
gods, as we have seen (Ch. 4), and as it happens an offertory in the form of a chest 
made of marble slabs was discovered, by Herzog himself, sunk into the floor inside 
temple B in the Coan Asclepieion."'^ And the term pelanos was indeed sometimes 
transferred from the meal-paste offering it literally denoted to a small coin given 
in a sacred context.But what of Herzog’s inference that the usage preserves a 
lost practice? If this were correct, Herodas would still be able to offer us some 
evidence, admittedly indirect, for the presence of snakes in this or other sanctuar¬ 
ies at an earlier stage. However, on the one hand the inference does seem naively 
historicizing and, on the other, the foundation of the Ckian Asclepieion, tlie 
earliest buildings of which derive from the early third century lu;, can hardly 


I'Lirllier considerations, lor and against tlie ('oan setting, at /.anker 2009: 106. Daily life: Dignas 

2007. 

'l ypically a nioiise-hole (l-Sj). 

Herodas Miiiiianibs 4. 90-1 (’r482 kdelstein). 

'I hus R. 1 ler/.og 1907, lidelstein and Rdelstein 1945: ii. 104, Nilsson 194/: 504-5, Ainaiulry lOiiO: 
86-103, CAinninghani 1971 ad loc., and at Riisten, (Ainninghani, and Kno.x 1993: 265, Sineiix 2004: 31 
and 2007: 152 n. 128 (who seems, mistakenly, to take ironic to refer to the serpents jaws- gueiile'—and 
suppose that the mouth of a serpent model or image served as the coin-slot for the olfertory box); 
Dignas 2007: 169, Zanker 2009: 106, 119-21. But the line is taken at face value hy 1 leadlam and Knox 
1922 ad loc. and Mastromarco 1984: 45. 

SeeR. Her/og 1907: 207-19 and Nilsson 1947 : .R)4. The chest’s lid consists of a heavy slab (2.15 ” 
1.35 m) with a hole for coins in the centre. So far as 1 can ascertain, no image of a snake is known to 
have been associated with it. A (k>an decree of c.260-250 lu: prescribes for the building of a llicsiitiros, 
and for the careful and strictly supervised process of its opening twice a year: R. ller/og 1907: 208 9, 
1928: 37 no. 14 and Nilsson 1947: 304 5. I he ground plan of the temple, offertory box and all, is 
reproduced at Riethmiiller 2005: i. 21 1 and Zanker 2009: 121 fig. 2. 

Suda s.v. TT(Xavnc: ‘the obol given as pay to a tliviner'; cf. 1 lesychius s.v. n/Ani'ni,. Such a usage 
seems to underlie the term’s deployment in a Delphic inscription of the 5th or 4th century im : 
R. ller/og 1907: 210 -- Schwy/er 1923 no. 322. Of particular relevance here is an Argive insuij4ion 
of the 3rd century uc, which refers to the preparation of ‘a closed ihcauuros \or pchnioi'-. Sehwy/er 1923 
no. 89.12. R. ller/og 1907: 209-12 has further examjdes. 
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have preceded Herodas’ Mimiarnby datable to 280-265 bc, by more than a few 
years, so there can have been little time for any practice initiated at Cos at any rate 
to fall obsolete and to be discontinued/^* Unfortunately, then, Herodas cannot be 
pressed to prove the presence of actual snakes in the Coan sanctuary either in his 
own day or before. 


Asclepieion at Lebena (Crete) 

Several fragments survive from a set of miracle inscriptions from the stoa (pre¬ 
sumably the abatony the incubation dormitory) of Asclepius’ Lebena sanctuary. 
'I'hese date from the second or first century bc, are broadly comparable to those 
from Epidaurus, and some of them mention snakes.'^^ We have already considered 
the one seemingly recording the cult-transfer effected by a snake that sat on a stern- 
cable (Ch. 9). Some fragments refer to are illustrated with drakontes?^ But only one 
text can help us with the question of actual snakes in the Lebena sanctuary, the 
Sosus inscription already mentioned in Chapter 4: 

Asclepius, first to my lather Sosus you showed with good omens the way to bring water to 
your temple, manifesting yourself in his sleep, whilst in the waking world sending (pcnpsas) 
him a divine snake (theion ophin)y a great wonder to all mortals, to guide the way. You 
appeared to |sc. my father! the son of Aristonyrnus, when, god-fearing in all things, he went as 
temple-warden to the temple at your behest. Now again you manifested yourself to Soarchus, 
his most glorious son. In just the .same way you guided the holy temple-warden forty-seven 
years later so that he might fill the failing springs of his father from a stream. Paean, may these 
things please you, and may you exalt his house and his great city of Gortyn forever. 

(Inscriptiories Crcticac i. xvii no. 21 [ = SGDI 5088 = Herzog 1931: 

53 (WLeb 4) = T791 I-delsteinj) 

Presumably Sosus and Sosarchus were led by their snakes to the concealed sources 
from the sanctuary over which they presided, and this may imply that they were 
sanctuary snakes. But how strongly are we to read penpsas (‘sending’)? Does it 
imply that the guiding snakes were exceptional, and not themselves regular 
denizens of the sanctuary? 


Asclepieion at Titane 

In speaking of the Asclepieion at 4’itane near Sicyon, Pausanias observes, in the 
course of general description of the sanctuaiy, that: ‘They [sc. people in general or 
the temple wardens?] refuse to go inside (esienai) to the sacred serpents (tons 
drakontes ... tons hierous) because of fear. They put food (trophe) down for them 
before the entrance (esodou) and do not involve themselves to any further degree.’ 


foundation ol the Asclepieion: Riethniiiller 20():'5: i. 211. Date oi Mitniainb 4: Rusten, Cunning¬ 
ham, and Knox 1993: 202. 

l or the texts see IC i. xvii. Discussion at R. Herzog 1931: 31-4, Guarducci 1934, LiDonnici 1993: 

46-9. 

'' liiscriplioncs Crcliciie i. xvii nos. 1 la (mentioning a drakoti) and no. 37 (illustrated with a pair of 
snakes). 
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This elliptical assertion raises many questions, and the general response of fear to 
Asclepian snakes is surprising. We may be tempted to think of a never-seen snake 
community. However, on balance Pausanias does appear to endorse the snakes’ 
existence.’^'^ 


Asclepieion at Alexandria 

Aelian tells us that in the age of Philadelphus two drakontes were brought from 
Ethiopia to Alexandria, of 14 and 13 cubits, and then that in the age of Huergetes 
three more were brought, of 9, 7, and 6 cubits, 'fhey were kept with all care in the 
Alexandrian Asclepieion.Here we have seemingly clear evidence for actual 
serpents being kept in an Asclepieion, whatever we think of the description ol' 
their size. What is not clear is whether they were accommodated alongside an 
existing collection of sacred snakes or enjoyed exclusive quarters. 


Temple of Asclepius-Eshmun at Nora (Capo di Pula) in Sardinia 

In 1956 Pesce published two remarkable terracotta statuettes from the temple ol' 
Asclepius-Eshmun at Nora (Capo di Pula) in Sardinia. 3’hey ostensibly depict two 
youths, sleeping on their backs, with long serpents winding around them, ankle to 
neck: incubating boys, attended by snakes in their sleep, like Archinus at Oropus? 
No doubt many other interpretations are possible. 


The New Asclepius at Abonoiiteichos: Glycon 

Lucian’s Alexander leaves us with some striking vignettes ol the mid secoiuL 
century ad ‘false prophet’ Alexander of Abonoiiteichos manipulating his real, 
large, and tame snake, winding it around his body and giving it a talse, semi¬ 
humanoid puppet-head, to create his prophetic, talking New Asclepius, Cilycon. 
Clearly this was no ordinary sanctuary serpent, though it is gratifying to have such 
a strong (if problematic) assertion of the presence of an actual serpent at the heart 
of an Asclepian cult. Sadly, despite the striking vignettes, we can press from the 
essay nothing of the circumstances in which the Glycon snake was kept. We are 
told only retrospectively, as Alexander produced it before an audience for the first 
time, that he had reared it at home.^^ Lucian’s ostensible claim that Alexander had 
acquired the snake from Pella, where large, tamed snakes were commonly kept by 


Pausanias 2. 11.8. 

Aelian Nature of Animah 16. 39. Diodorus 3. 36-7 tells in great detail how in the reign of Ptolemy 
Philadelphus ambitious hunters contrived to capture a single snake supposedly ol 30 cubits in length, 
and clearly characterized as a constrictor. 'I'hey presented it to Ptolemy, who rewarded them lor it, kejn 
it, and tamed it. Diodorus’ account is derivative of the second-century lu: Agatharcliides of Cnidus’ i)u 
the Red Sea, Photius Bibliotheca cod. 250: see the parallel texts at iVIiiller 1855-82: i. 162 -1. Discussion 
at Bodson 1980, 2003. 

Pesce 1956-7; cf. Riethiniiller 2005: ii. 412. 

Lucian Alexander 12 (cf. 7). 'I'he vignettes: 13-18, 26. ‘New Asclepius': 13. 
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the women there, a la Olympias, may not be taken at face value: the motif is 
primarily conditioned by Lucian’s project in the Alexander to construct an 
elaborate set of comparisons and contrasts between his false prophet and his 
namesake Alexander the Great. 


Akin to Asciepius: 1. Amphiaraiis at Oropiis 

'I’he evidence for actual snakes in the Oropan sanctuary of Amphiaraiis depends 
upon a single fragment of Aristophanes’ Amphiaraus of 414 bc perserved by 
Pollux. 'I'he play probably centred around an incubation, which may have been for 
impotence.-^'^ Pollux tells us that baskets (kistai) had been used by druggists 
ipharniakopoloi) in antiquity, and quotes three lines of the play to justify the 
claim: ‘And the snakes [opheis] that you send against [or. let loose upon {epipeni- 
peis)\ people—get them sealed up in a basket and stop being a druggist.The 
insulting lines may have been addressed to one of Amphiaraiis’ priests or repre¬ 
sentatives, but they were probably addressed to the god himself, acting in the 
fashion of one of his minions.’’ Epipenipo is a term particularly associated with 
divine action.’" And it does appear that Amphiaraus appeared onstage as a 
character in the play, addressing laso as his daughter (and thereby virtually 
identifying himself with Asciepius). I’he parallelism between snake-application 
and being a druggist also finds representation in the Archinus relief, one of the 
most important and intriguing documents of the Oropus cult, in one register of 
which a humanoid Amphiaraus tends to Archinus’ shoulder, probably with a 
herbal application, in another of which a serpent licks or bites his shoulder as he 
lies abed. ’'’ 


Akin to Asciepius: 2. Trophonius at Lebadeia 

A two-word fragment of the comic poet Cratinus’ 'Lrophonius, pareiai opheis, 
pareias-smxkcs seems to tell us, in conjunction with Aristophanes’ words on 
the Athenian Asclepieion considered above, and a passage of Aelian we shall 


I lie (ilycon snake Iroiii Pella: Lucian Alexander 6-8, saluting Plutarch Alexander 2 vel sini. 
Lucian s explicit comparison between the false prophet and the king; Alexander 1; cl. also 17, 21. Lhe 
false prophet s technique for displaying (ilycon at Alexander 16 mimics that used to display the body of 
the king to his army: Idberde Marie 101-3; cL also justin 12. 15, Curtins 10. 5. 1, Plutarch Alexander 7(\ 
Aiiian Anabasis 7. 26. lhe squabble for control of the prophet’s oracle after his death is projected as 
funeral games at Alexander (■>() (eV(Taf/)toi' .. . k(li nychi’a) on the model of the wars of the Successors: 
Arrian Atudnisis 7. 26. 2, luynv €Tnr(i<lnov dyfOi-u. Discussion at Asirvatham 2001: 102 and Ogden 
2009h; pace Mortensen 1997: 76-83 and (iarney 2006: 179 n. 46. 

Aristophanes Anipiiiaraas 1'29 K-A may suggest this. 

Aristophanes Anipiiiaraas F28 K-A. 

" As is assumed by Kassel and Austin ad loc. 

A word especially associated with the action of gods, according to LSJ s.v. 

Aristophanes Anipiiiaraas 1'21 K-A; cf. Sineux 2007: 201. 

“ ll is possible that the jday made much of the snake imagery appropriate to its subject. We learn 
also that at some point Aristophanes made a twist on the (rather winning) established proverbial saying 
‘more naked than slough', saying rather ‘blinder than slough’, Anipiiiaraas l*33ab K-A. 
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consider shortly, that sacred snakes lived in 'Frophonius’ Lebadeia sanctuary 
A range of sources tells us that consulters took cakes with them down into 
IVophonius’ crypt, and first Aristophanes’ Clouds, originally of 423 bc. Here 
Strepsiades compares his imminent entry into Socrates’ school to a descent into 
Trophonius’ cave: ‘Before I enter, give me a honey-cake [rnelitoutta] in my two 
hands, as I fear to descend inside, just as if descending into Trophonius. 
Philostratus, finally, explains the rationale: consulters, he explains, descended to 
Trophonius ‘taking honey-cakes [melitouttai] in their hands, appeasing foods 
[meiligmala] for the reptiles that attack/accost them as they go down.’’^^ An 
Aristophanes scholium, already noted in Chapter 9, uniquely appears to claim 
that an actual snake of the shrine delivered prophecies: ‘In Lebadeia there is a 
temple of Trophonius, where it was a snake [ophis] that did the prophesying. And 
the locals used to throw flat-cakes [plakountes] drenched in honey.’ If the second 
sentence is intended to be explanatory of the first, the scholiast may have in mind, 
probably erroneously, a phenomenon akin to that of the oikoiiros ophis or the 
Juno Sospita serpent, which prophesied by refusing their cakes. Or the claim 
may be no more than a garbling of the notion that 'frophonius himself was an 
anguiform deity.^^ 


Apollo in Epirus 

Asclepius’ father Apollo too had snakes in some of his sanctuaries. We have noted 
that the mythical traditions attaching to Apollo Thymbraeus ostensibly associate 
the notion of sanctuary snakes with this god already from the middle ol the sixth 
century bc (Ch. 3). And we have noted that Pausanias niay make an association 
between the Epidaurian sanctuary snakes and the temple of Apollo Maleatas there 
in particular. One of the most striking accounts of sanctuary serpents ot any kind 
is found in Aelian’s description of a sanctuary of Apollo in lipirus: 

The lipirotes and anyone who happens to be visiting their country have a special sacrifice to 
Apollo, and for him they conduct a very large, august and splendid festival on one 
particular day of the year. 'I'here is a grove lu/sas) consecrated to the god and it has a 
precinct wall around it, and within it are drakontcs, and these are the (Uhioina |‘pets, 
‘playthings’, ‘delights’, ‘ornaments’] of the god. Now the priestess, a virgin woman, attends 
the grove alone, and brings food for the snakes. 'They are said by the Lpirotes to he 
descendants of Python in Delphi. If the snakes look gently upon the priestess as she 
approaches and take the food readily, then people agree that they are predicting abun¬ 
dance and a year without sickness. But if they terrify her and do not lake the appeasing 
foods [nieiligmata] she extends to them, then the serpents predict the opposite of 
what I just said, and that is what the l-pimtes anticipate will happen. 

(Aelian Nature ol Animals 11.2) 


Cratinus 1’241 K-A. 'fho play is undated. The distinguished Cratinus died between 12.^ and 
421 lu;, but we could have here the work of Cratinus the Youitger (see K-A ad loc.). (.1. Aristojdianes 
Wealth 690, Aelian Nature of Animals 8. 12. 

Aristophanes Clouds 306-8; we shall consider the further sources below. 

Philostratus/.//e o/'/\/)o//on/n.s-8. 19. 

Schol. Aristophanes Clouds 308d. 

Cf Harrison 1899: 222, Bodson 1978: 71, 90. 
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On the face of it this gives us emphatic evidence for a group of sacred serpents in 
the high imperial age at any rate, even if one could wish for a clearer indication of 
the location of the precinct within Epirus, d’here are, however, potential difficul¬ 
ties with the central vignette of the priestess feeding the serpents, as we will see. 
We note here a range of themes in common with Libanius’ subsequent tale of 
SeleucLis’ foundation of the santuary of Apollo at Antioch’s Daphne: there too we 
have a sacred snake inhabiting a grove ialsos) and bestowing a good omen with a 
mild look (Ch. 8).“’^^ 

Ikit, interestingly, Apollo seems to have taken a quite diflkrent attitude towards 
the presence of snakes in his sanctuary at Clarus: 

It is in the land of Clarus above all that the Clarians and the entire Greek race worship the 
son of Zeus and Leto |sc. Apollo]. 'Therefore, its territory is untrodden by poisonous beasts 
and is anathema to them, both because of the will of the god and because in any case the 
beasts are terrified of him since he knows how to save lives and because he is the father of 
Asclepius the saviour and the enemy of diseases. Nicander is my witness. He says: ‘No viper 
[cchis] or hateful spiders or deep-striking scorpion lives in the groves of Clarus, since 
Apollo covered its deep glen in ash trees and rid its grassy floor of biting beasts.’ ’' 

(Aelian Nature of Animals 10. 49, incorporating Nicander r'31 Gow and Scholfield) 

I he term ‘viper’ seems to be deployed metonymically here, the broader context 
suggesting that all snakes alike were banished from Clarus. 4’he folk concept of 
‘Irish earth’ lurks, the notion that certain kinds of soil were poisonous to serpents 
and curative of snakebites, famously associated with that of Ireland after the work 
of St Patrick, but already well established in antiquity (as we have seen in Ch. 8). 


Asclepieion at Rome 

Moving on to Roman and Italian cults, the case for actual snakes in the Roman 
Asclepieion depends principally upon the interpretation of Festus: 

A temple to Asclepius was built on the |sc. 'Tiber] island because it is with water that the 
sick are helped above all by doctors. And they said that a draco had a similarly protective 
function ’" because it is the most vigilant/wakeful of animals. 'This is why it is best suited to 
watching over the health of a sick person. Dogs are employed in his temple because the god 
was nurtured by the teats of a dog. (Testus p. 110 M) 

Riethnuiller reads Festus’ words to assert that actual sacred snakes were deployed 
in the Asclepieion. Hut his use of the singular draco and of (unintroduced) 
reported statement may well stand in contrast to his following direct statement 
that dogs (plural) are used in it. Accordingly draco may refer to the idealized 
serpent-attribute and imagery of Asclepius rather than to any actual snakes.It is 
difficult to know what to make too of Pliny’s assertion that ‘the Aesculapian snake 
[atiguis Aesculapius] was brought [advectus] to Rome from F>pidaurus and is kept 


Libanius Orations 11.95-8. R. Herzog 1931: 86. 

However, TAelstein and Ldelslein 1945 no. 691 translate this phrase rather, The serpent is the 
guard of this temple because ... ’ 

Riethmiiller 2005: i. 239. 
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by ordinary people [vulgo] in their houses'.’’'^ At any rate, Pliny does not speak ol 
snakes in the sanctuary itself. In speaking of snakes in private houses, he seems to 
have a phenomenon akin to that of the Alexandrian Agathos Daimon in mind. 


The sanctuary of Bona Dea at Rome 

A reported discussion in Macrobius uniquely alludes to a claim that there were 
serpents in Bona Dea’s temple, which is unlikely to have survived into the author’s 
day: it is adduced in evidence that] serpents appear [appareani] in her 

temple, neither frightening people nor themselves being frightened, in phlegmatic 
fashion’. Is appareani weak, ‘are to be found’, and telling us that there were indeed 
actual snakes in the sanctuary, or strong, ‘manifest themselves’, and speaking 
rather of miraculous epiphanies? 3’he former is admittedly easier.’ ’ 


The sanctuary of Angitia at Lake Fucinus? 

We may suspect that sacred snakes were associated with the sanctuary and grove 
of Angitia, principal goddess of the famously snake-charming and snake-bursting 
Marsi, which stood beside the erstwhile Lake L'ucinus, but there is no direct 
evidence for this. I’he Marsi are credited in the Latin tradition with the practice 
of charming snakes to sleep, particularly by touching them, and also, rather more 
so, with the practice of splitting them with incantations (Ch. 5). 3'he lormer may 
be compatible with the keeping of sacred snakes (in India snake-charmers, whilst 
not religious officers, often provide and wrangle snakes lor religious activities 
involving them), but the latter hardly seems so, fantastical though it may be. 


GROVES AND BASKETS: WHERE DID 
SACRED SNAKES LIVE? 

If a snake is to live in captivity, it must be kept warm. 3’he recommended 
temperature for a modern terrarium for the keeping of the snake variety most 
likely to have been deployed at Epidaurus and elsewhere, the Eour-lined snake, is 
25-8 "C by day and 18-20 ""C by night."’^’ 'fhis effectively means that the snakes 
could not have been normally kept in a lully enclosed chamber unless, as seems 
unlikely, it was heated. So ancient sources’ assertions that sacred snakes ol one 


Pliny Natural History 29. 72. 

Macrobius Saturnalia 1. 12. 25 = source ii 67 brouwer: scrpcntcsquc in tcniplo Hus rur tcrrrntcs 
ncc tirnentes indifferenter apparvant. Brouwer 1989 ad loc. (p. 221) Iranslates: ‘and that there are 
serpents living in her temple which, indilferent to their surroundings, neither cause nor feel tear’, which 
begs a number of questions. In (T. 9 we dismissetl his luMion that Plutarch sj^eaks ol the deployment ol 
actual sacred snakes in connection with the cult statue ol the giuldess at her lestival. 

K.-l). Schul/ 1996: 210. Bodson 1984 {‘hiving reptiles in captivity: A historical survey Irom the 
origins.. . ’) is less helpful than one might have hoped. 
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sort or another lived in dark caverns, as in the cases of the Juno Sospita drakon 
and the snakes of Trophonius, must be taken with a pinch of salt. They certainly 
cannot have been confined permanently to such places. This puts paid to the most 
famous urban myth of Classical scholarship, namely the notion that the F.pidaur- 
ian sacred snakes were kept in the puzzling maze-like foundations of the Tholos or 
I'hyniele, which may have been accessible through a trapdoor in the platform. The 
Tholos may nonetheless have had a connection of some sort with snakes: Rieth- 
miiller rightly observes that the egg-phialai with which its metopes are decorated 
are particularly associated with the feeding of snakes in iconography. From here 
he proceeds, less securely, to the supposition that the maze was a symbolic (only) 
home tor snakes, with egg-offerings being deposited through the trapdoor into a 
hole below for the non-existent snakes to eat."*^ 

It is easier to suppose that sacred snakes were not normally confined, and that 
they had the free run of sanctuaries, whilst being based primarily in groves within 
them, 'fhe grove, alsos, described by Aelian for the sacred snakes of Apollo in 
I'.pirus sounds ideal: it is surrounded by a precinct wall, where the priestess brings 
them food, 'riuis the snakes are able to look after themselves in a fairly natural 
environment, and to bask lor warmth as they desire, d’he wall would have to have 
been very high and very sheer if it was to have conlined the snakes, but it probably 
retained its snakes by means of incentives rather than barriers. If it was a rough- 
built stone wall, it would have suited Four-lined snakes at any rate particularly 
well: they like to live in holes in such walls and, indeed, to keep the same home and 
territory. 

Pausanias tells that the snakes of the Asclepieion at Titane live in a space that 
people do not enter into (esienai), and that people lay down food before its 
entrance {pro tes esodou). Mis broader description of the sanctuary makes it 
clear that the sanctuary as a whole is not out-of-bounds to people, nor is the 
main temple itself, so the space in question is presumably within the sanctuary but 
distinct from the temple. But even if people are afraid to enter the space, the 
implication ol laying down food for the snakes before the entrance is that the 
entrance is permanently or at any rate often open, and that the snakes are not 
therefore confined. Again we should think of a space surrounded by a precinct 
wall—inevitably, another grove, and presumably, since no one enters it, an inviol¬ 
ate one. It is inappropriate to think of some darkened building, as Riethmiiller 
appears to do in speaking of a ‘Schlangenhaus’.'*'^ 


I he visible remains oi the I liolos derive principally from its 4th century lu; rebuilding, though it 
is possible tliat the innermost rijigs of this rna/.e derive from the 5th or even 6th century hc. See 
Holvverda 1904 (snake-maze hypothesis), Kerenyi 1959; 102-5, Roux 1961: 187-200 (dismisses the 
snakemaze hy|‘)othesis), Bodson 1978: 87 (sceptical about the hypothesis), 'fomlinson 1983: 60-6 
(especially for the trapdoor; dismisses the hypothesis), Riittimann 1986: 23-5, LiDonnici 1995: 6-7, 
Riethmiiller 200:-): i. 218-24 (with ii. pis. 11.2-13.1 for the maze and 13.2 and 14.1 for the egg-p/z/u/r// 
metopes), Redley 2006: 32 (clinging still to the hypothesis), Schulz and Wickkiser 2010 (deeming the 
snake-hyjK)thesis unworthy ol mention, and contending that the maze-structure was designed as a 
sound box for musical jKM lormances in honour of the god). See below for images of snakes being fed 
from egg-p/z/u/u/. 

for the site ol I itane, around the hill ol Agios 'I'ryphon, see Lolos 2005. The remains of the 
Asclepieion (il correctly identified) are too meagre to bear upon our questions. 

Riethmiiller 2005: i. 133, 135, ii. 68; cf i. 365. 
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We seemingly find Asclepius’ sacred snakes living in a grove in Epidauriis. 'The 
dumb girl of the miracle inscriptions is cured when she sees a snake ‘crawling 
away from one of the trees in the alsos'f^^ This suggests that there were trees in one 
or more zones of the sanctuary, and that snakes were permitted or encouraged to 
live wild amongst them. Again they need not have been confined, and Pausanias’ 
obseiwation that ‘the land of the Epidaurians alone supports Asclepius’ sacred 
serpents’ (at any rate those ol' Epidaurus), might suggest that their distribution 
was conceptualized as extending beyond any immediate borders of the sanctuaiy.^’' 

More generally, snakes sometimes hang in trees in the iconography of Ascie- 
pius. A votive relief of the later fourth century lu: from Athens gives us a seated 
Asclepius sitting in the foreground whilst in the background Mygicia stretches out 
her arm towards a tree and indeed leans upon it, and her (or their) serpent coils in 
its branches.^’“ 

Aelian’s expansive description of the site ol the Juno Sospita rite at Eanuvium 
locates the drakons hole (pholeos) within a large and thickly wooded grove (alsos). 
Whereas Propertius tells that the girls take the food down into the hole to the 
snake and put the cakes directly into his mouth, y\elian rather implies that they 
leave it in the grove itself Whether this particular unseen serpent existed or not, 
Aelian may tell us something of value for the husbandry ol sacred snakes that did 
indeed exist.^'*^ 

The association between supernatural, if not always sacred, serpents and groves 
(as indeed with the springs that fed the groves) was well established in Cireek 
myth. The Serpent of Ares killed by Cadmus lived in a cave in the middle ol an 
inviolate wood.^"'^ The Serpent of Nemea lived in a grove there.^'’ 'fhe Hydra was 
reared under a plane tree that grew at the Amymone sping,^’^’ and Heracles killed 


I'MI (C) 44. Given context, it matters little here whether the term nlsos denotes a specific clump ol 
trees within the sanctuary or the sanctuary as a whole. Pausanias applies the term tibos to lai^e 
sanctuary complexes, including the lipidaurian one itself, as well as simple groves ol trees: 2. 27. 1 6 
(hpidaurus), 3. 10. 1 (Olympia; dltis is a dialectal equivalent of dbos), 9. 39 (I rophonius); cf. Schachtci 
1981-94: iii. 72 n. 6 (important) and l.iDonnici 1993 on liMI no. 44. See also Bonnecheie 2003 
esp. 221-31 and 2007 on the significance of the abos for mantic shrines. 

Pausanias 2. 28. 1. 

/JyV/r; 1 lygieia 34 = Asklepios 96. A striking hut uninscrihed early Ith-century lu votive relief 
plaque from the Ghalcidice, (Copenhagen, Ny (Carlsherg (ilyptolhek inv. no. 233a (illustiated at 
Schnalke and Selheim 1990: 62 fig. 14), resembles the Athenian relief in its disposition of figures. 
Four men carry another man on a stretcher and a sixth man stands by. Above is a tree in the bianchcs 
of which a snake hangs. 'I'he sixth man and one of the stretcher-bearers hurl rocks at the snake, whilst 
the sick man raises himself from his stretcher and points to it or perhaps even reaches out towaids it. he 
alone recognizes it to be a beneficent manifestation or avatar of a healing god, no doubt Asclepius, and 
checks his companions. 'The events portrayed ought not to have taken jilace within a healing sanctuaiy 
(although they might have been dreamed in one), for in such a context the identity and purpose of the 
snake could not have been misunderstood, fhe snake of the Athenian relief in its tiee heie beats a 
general similarity too to the (rather chubby) snake that hangs in a tree in the background of a 2nd 
century lu; grave-relief for a doctor from Pergamum, Berlin, Pergamonmuseum, inv. no. 1 :'»2 (illus 
trated and Schnalke and Selheim 1990: (^6, fig. 32). 

Propertius 4. 8. 2-14; Aelian Ntilurc oj Aiiintdb 1 1. 16. 

Ovid Mclddiorphoscs 3. 28: silvd veins stdlnit iiultd violdtd srenri. 

Statius Thcbdid 3. 303-78: ncnioris sdccr horror Actuici. 

Pisander of Gamirus Umiclcd F3 l)avies/F2 West (7th/6th cent. lu ) at Pausanias 2. 37. 4. 
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her by driving her into an adjacent wood, to which he had set light.^^ More closely 
associated with groves still are Ladon, the drakon of the Hesperides, who in art 
always hangs in his tree to guard the golden apples from c.55() bc onwards, and 
the Colchis drakon, who similarly hangs in his tree to guard the golden fleece from 
at least the early fourth century bc (see Ch. 1 for both). I’he late-antique (fourth- 
century ad?) Orphic Argonautica s description of the Colchis drakoris grove is of 
particular interest: it sits in its tree in the midst of a grove surrounded by a fifty- 
foLir-foot high wall embellished by iron towers and no less than seven parapets, 
with three bronze gates. I’his was certainly a grove Aeetes wanted no one to enter, 
nor indeed did he want the serpent to leave it.^’^ 

If the sacred snakes lived in groves, those that were called upon to do healing 
work would normally have done it, no doubt with human help, in the incubation 
dormitory. This is the implication of Carion’s ruse in the Wealth, where he 
pretends to be a pareias-snake amongst the sleepers.^"'^ Amongst the Epidaurian 
Miracle Inscriptions the ulcerous-toe entry narrates an anomalous case: the patient 
had, for reasons unexplained, been carried out of the dormitory (abaton). And so it 
was that the sacred snake came out of the dormitory to treat him, and returned to it 
again when done.^^^ 

Ihe fragment of Aristophanes’ Amphiaraus gives us a tantalizing clue as to 
another viable variety of accommodation for sacred snakes: baskets. We have only 
to think of Indian snake-charmers to realize that keeping snakes in baskets is both 
viable and convenient. It is conceivable that baskets could on occasion have served 
as a permanent home for some sacred snakes: one could keep the snake warm by 
keeping the basket indoors near a fire or by leaving it out in a sunny spot. But 
perhaps they more often served as temporary homes for snakes gathered for use 
Irom inside or outside the sanctuary. I’he Amphiaraus fragment suggests that the 
snakes were brought to the patient in baskets, alongside any herbal remedies, and 
taken away from them again in the same way after their work. An Attic black- 
figure oinoche of 480-470 bc may already depict a snake-basket in a sanctuary 
context. A bearded serpent, travelling left to right, winds its way around an Aeolic 
column. 4o the right flames emerge from a bowl-shaped altar, the serpent’s 
destination, lo the left is a more mysterious object, seemingly resembling a 
round, open mystic basket or kiste, from the top of which the beardless head of 
a second serpent emerges, and upon which a pair of doves perches. Given the 


Apollotlorus Bibliotheca 2. 5. 2 (Lst/2nd cent. ad). 

Oiphii Ar^onaulica 887-933. Ovid basti 3. 792-808 had similarly told that Styx kept Brychon the 
bull-serpent in a grove surrounded by a threefold wall. 

Aristophanes Wealth 687-95. Ihe exact location of his incubation is not made clear, but it is 
evidently in a place outside the temple, though seemingly within sight of it (733, 740-1). When 
Asclepius himself then comes to tend to his patients, he calls his (Irakoti-piur out of the temple after 
him, and when they have done their work, they, god and snakes alike, and presumably the remainder of 
Asclepius’ retinue too, disappear back into the temple (727-41). Probably the emergence of the drakon- 
pair from the temple here is primarily symbolic: they are the god’s attendants, and so must live with 
liim in his temple. 

liMl (A) 17. for the abaton see l.iDonnici 1995 ad loc., with 12-14, 19. 'I’he motif of the snake 
emerging from a building, doing its healing work and then returning into it, matches the action of 
Asclepius’ drakon-piur in the Wealth. 
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combination of temple, serpent-pair, and birds, one is put strongly in mind of the 
images of the serpents of Apollo Thymbraeiis/' 

We may look for support to the maenads and bacchants that famously handled 
serpents during their revels/" These serpents were not, it seems, just picked ofl' 
mountainsides at random during the worshippers’ transports, but escorted to the 
revels in baskets (it all sounds quite civilized). First, a fragment of a Homeric cup 
of the late third or early second century bc is thought to show a scene of maenads. 
One kneels on the ground to open the lid of a chest or basket, and two snakes peep 
out of it.^‘^ Secondly, the prolilic cistophoric coins minted first by Eumenes II in 
c'.170 BC are emblazoned with a kisie, into which a single serpent crawls, of Irom 
which it emerges, or around which a serpent-pair coil.^’ 'fhirdly, Plutarch tells ol 
Olympias’ supposed Bacchic activities that, ‘She brought along huge lame snakes 
for the groups of worshippers, and they often used to peep out of the ivy and the 
mystic winnowing baskets \mystika likna] and coil around the women’s bacchic 
wands and garlands and terrify the men.’^'' A winnowing-basket proper, being 
broad and open, is not an obviously good place to store a snake, but perhaps the 
term liknon is used loosely; at any rate it is applied to a cradle in the Honieric 
Hymn to Hermesf^'" F’ourthly, something Bacchic may lurk somewhere behind 
Hpiphanius’ wonderful ad 374-7 description of the anti-eucharist supposedly 
performed by the Ophites, those devotees of the Serpent oi Ikien and indeed all 
things serpentine. He tells that they have a real snake that they keep in a chest, a 
kiste. They spread their bread out on a table and bring the snake forth; the snake 
confers holy status upon the bread by coiling over it. 'Fhey then break the sanctified 
bread, eat it, and kiss the snake, as well they might (see the next chapter). 


Slaatliche Miisecn /u Berlin inv. no. 1'1929 = Cirabovv 1998 K 94. (irabnw 1998: 142 reads the 
lefl-hand object rather as a ‘inonolitbic lire-altar’. 

The general evidence for this is more limited than one might imagine. Maenads brandish snakes 
or wear them in their hair on Attic and lUruscan vases from the later 6th and 3th century nc: LIM(. 
Mainades 7 (the famous and beautiful Brygos cup, on which a maenad wears a serpent as a headband), 
27 (snakes coil round arms, as with hrinyes), 33 (late 6th cent, ac, Attic; snake in hand), 36 (snake 
around arm), 38 (snake around arm), 39 (snakes in hand), 62 (320-310 lu;, Attic; snake in hand, 
encouraged to bite an attacking satyr?), 71 (snake in hand, again as weapon?), 116 (late 6th cent, lu., 
Etruscan; snake in hand, and on the ground beside), (diaris 11 1 (maenad named (.haris, chased by 
Satyr, with pair of bearded snakes in hands). On the literary side, see k.uripides BuccIku’ 697-8, 767 -8 
(cf. 101-3 and perhaps 1018), Demosthenes Dc corona 260 (rove rove rrapci'nc OAt'fhor; though 

this relates in the first instance to tlie rites ofSabazius), 1 lorace Odes 2. 19. 19 -20 (maenads hair lietl up 
with vipers, harmlessly), Plutarch Alcxaiulcr 2, Lucian Alexander 6-8 (the women of Pella, like 
Olympias, keep snakes, which, inter alia, they feed from the breast, tliough no specific lefetence to 
maenads here), Clement of Alexandria Protreplicus 2. 16 (Saba/.ius), Arnobius Against the Pa^^ans ,■». 21 
(Saba/.ius again; pace Dodds 1931: 281 n. 42, the aureus coluber that is handled is surely not a snake 
effigy in gold, but a live snake of yellow colour, perhaps a pareias). 1 he supj‘>osition of Maxwell Sluail 
1971: 437 -9 that maenads wore fawnskins to protect them from their snakes is received with due 
scepticism at Seaford 1996 on line 24. Discussion of the iconography at IHwards 1960, Krauskopl, 
Simon, and Simon 1997;cf., more generally, Kiister 1913: 118 19, Dodds 1931: 17^ 6, 281, Schauenburg 
1953: 65-6, I’ontenrose 1939: 378, Mitropoulou 1977: 41 3. 

lAMC Mainades 31. 

Kleiner and Noe 1977, with 16 18 for their start date and a wealth of illustrations at jds. i xxxviii. 

Plutarch Alexander 2. 

Homeric Hymn to Hermes 21, 130. 

I'ipiphanius Panarion (Ayainst the Heretics) 2. 37- 8 (37). 
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We should note too that one of antiquity’s most famous snakes was escorted to 
its task in a basket. 'I’he snake that killed (deopatra is said, by Plutarch’s first and 
favoured account of her death, to have been brought into her in a kiste, which in 
turn contained a pot (angeion) of figs, topped with fig leaves, underneath which 
the asp was hiding.^^ 

Finally, let us return to the ever-problematic oikouros aphis, if it did indeed 
exist. A number of sources seem to claim, as we have seen, that it lived in the 
Fd'ectheum. As to the form ot its more immediate accommodation, we are given 
little clue. When Plutarch refers to it living in a sekos, this could mean, for all it is 
worth, some sort of animal pen, but it need mean nothing more specific than 
‘sanctuary’.^'^ It is difficult to imagine a grove on the summit even of the pre-480 
ik: Acropolis. Perhaps we should think of a basket. On the Ericthonius Painter’s 
pelike, Ericthonius’ container, around which two serpents coil, is not the usual 
rectangular box, but a large, round object resembling a hat-box, and cross- 
hatching is visible on the interior ol the box’s fallen lid: it is evidently to be read 
as a basket.Is this a hint as to the sort ol basket the oikowos aphis may have been 
kept in? Or does it rather just salute the baskets of the Arrhephoria? 


HONEY-CAKES AND EGGS: FEEDING 4'IME 

Oui sources apply a wide variety of terms to the food given to sacred snakes, 
whether of the single-and-unseen or the mass-and-public variety, but for the most 
pait they overlap tightly to tell us that the snakes were characteristically fed on 
honey-cakes. Melitaiitta, ‘honey-cake’, is first applied by Herodotus to the 
monthly offering given to the aikauras aphis It is subsequently, from Aristopha¬ 
nes onwaids, applied to the cakes given to 4’rophonius’ snakes.^" Pausanias and 
the scholia to Aristophanes preserve versions of an aetiology for the significance of 
honey in connection with the latter: Irophonius’ oracle was discovered, after 
diiection fiom the Pythia, when Saon of Acraephnium noticed a swarm of bees 
f ying into a chasm in the ground. When the first man descended he discovered a 
txur of drakantes within and gave them honey-cakes (melitauttai), and was not 
laimed (this explains why consulters go down with two cakes, one in each 


M^iitarcli Anlcmy 83-6; in o,ie ot liis alternative accounts the snake was concealed rather in a 
hydna. 

I’lularch rlicmbUHhs 10. At Sophocic.s PhihcMcs 1326^8 the sek<ys in wliicli tile gimrdian snake 
o .. iiyst ives is c eaily the saiiettiaiy that it guards rather than its own immediate pen: 'Yon .suller 
rom this alllietion as a resnit ol divine lortnne, beeatise you approached the guardian (./IvAa/roc) of 
^.nyse, wio guaids UfwXacai) the unhidden precinct {cifKov), the secret house-guarding snake 
oIkodihov Cl. Bodson 1978: 78. 

LIMC Aglauros 18 = Athena '180 = l-rechtheus 36 = Reeder 1993/; no. 69. 

I lerodotus 8. -11, 1 lesychius S.V. oiKnupor otfyiv, 

Aristopiianes Clouds 308, Rhilostratus Life of Afwilotuus 8. 19, Rollux Ommiasiicon 6. 76 

(/If AlTOUTTft /ifV I ftOflxnl’K') (DC a/JfCT7//J, K<Ll ir/tCKl (]fU>l<DC- Hdl yt'lf) VylcUL fuLQlIC ri €(6 (k), Sluld S.V. 
lic\n<,vrjn\ lor Trojdionius’ cakes in general, see Deuhner 1900: 43, Bonnechere 2003: 230. 
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hand).^'^ The term most commonly found applied to the cakes given to sacred 
snakes is maza, which in itself signifies ‘barley cake’. It is frequently applied by 
later sources to the cakes given to Trophonius’ snakes,^ ’ and Aelian applies it to 
the cakes given to the Juno Sospita serpent.^'’ But it is clear that the niazai in 
question often, if not always, incorporated honey, and were therefore fully equiva¬ 
lent to melitouttai. Pausanias tells that both Trophonius’ snakes and Sosipolis 
were given rnazai kneaded with honey.^^' Sometimes the same dish could be 
offered in more liquid form. Aelian tells that the Metelis drakon was given barley 
drenched in milk and honey, whilst the Agathoi Daimones welcomed into k^gyp- 
tian homes were given barley soaked in wine and honey.Such a liquid offering 
could be described as a pelanos, the term Herodas metaphorically applies to the 
donation given to the snake-shaped offertory in the Coan Asclepieion. Philostra- 
tus glosses melitOLitta (in connection with Trophonius) with the term nieiligniata 
(‘appeasing foods’), and this in turn is the term his contemporary Aelian applies to 
the food given to the snakes of Apollo in Kpirus.^^ 'fhe jneilich-Yooi, found most 
obviously in the name of Zeus Meilichios, is one that, as we have seen (Ch. 8), is 
particularly associated in nouns, adjectives, and verbs with the appeasement ol 
anguiforms, and it was folk-etymologized by the Greeks themselves, unsurpris¬ 
ingly, with reference to rneli (‘honey’) and another paradigmatically sweet food, 
media (‘figs’).""^' 

1’he great drakontes of myth too were often fed honey. When Pindar tells us 
that Apollo reared his baby son lamus, ‘Mealing’, through the agency of a pair of 
drakonteSy and that these fed him on ‘the venom of bees’, we are no doubt to 
understand that they were sharing their own I'avoured food with him.‘^'’ Virgil’s 
Massylian witch feeds Ladon with moist honey and sleepy poppyfhe notion 
that may go back as far as c.470-460 bc, if a woman named Melissa (‘Bee’) on an 


Pausanias 9. 40; Schol. Aristophanes (Clouds 508a. The discovery of tlie chasm in this way 
resembles the discovery of the Delpliic oracle by a shepherd when he fell into it, as told at Plutarch 
On Oracles Becoming Obsolete 433c-d, 435d. Schachter 1981-94; iii. 76-7 regards the tale as a late 
concoction. See Bonnechere 2003: 228-30 lor the nourishing role of bees. 

Lucian Dialogues of the Dead lO, Maximus of'lyre 8. 2, llesychius s.v. finyibcc, lity}}iolo\iicion 
Magnum s.v. juiylcy scholl. Aristophanes Clouds 508a-d, Stida s.v. /tcAjroprra, Apostolius 17. 30 (dKl. 
We are also given a dizzying array of further equivalent terms for the cakes given to 'frophonius’ 
snakes. Plakountes (sing, plakous)^ 4lat-cakes’: schol. Aristophanes Clouds 508a-d. Magides (sing. 
)nagis)y ‘cakes’: Hesychius s.v. /layAScc, lityniologkum Magnum s.v. /tayte Tovrtc-nv nproi 

OVC KdTtl veil’ ol eic Tfxxfxoi'lov k<itiovt(c'). llygieiai (‘healths’): Pollux Otio)nasticon 6. 76. Pofuma 
(‘round cakes’): schol. Aristophanes Clouds 3()8d. Boes (sing. bous)y ‘oxen’; liiyniologicum Magnum s.v. 
fjoiiv (‘an “ox” is also a kind of llat-cake given to those descending to ’frophonius’, because those who 
descend into his crypt hear mooings’). 

Ac\mn Nature of Animals 11. 16. 

Pausanias 6. 20. 2-6, 9. 39. 11. 

Metelis: Aelian Nature of Aninuds \ I. 17. Agathoi Daimones: 17. 5 Phylarchus Idrll 8l f27); 
cf. Alexander Romance I. 32. 5-13 (A). 

Philostratus Life of Apollonius 8. 19; Aelian Nature of Animals 11 . 2. 

'The sources occasionally also apply various neutral terms to the food given to sacretl snakes, ol 
which we can make little: Propertius 4. 8. 7, 11 {pabula, ‘food’, escacy 'scrain’, of the luno Sospita serpent); 
Pausanias 2. 11.8 {tropiu\ ‘food’, of Titane); IMutarch Lhemistocles It) (aparchai. ‘hist fruit ollerings', of 
the oikouros opliis, but perhaps in any case based on no more than an itllc varialio ol I lerodotus). 
Pindar Olympians 6. 38 -48 (!<,, /u Airc/b'); cf. also Pausanias 6. 2. 5. See Uodstut 1978; 91 
Virgil Aeneid 4. 480-6. 
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Attic cup is indeed a Mesperid.‘^“ Valerius Placcus’ Medea feeds the Colchis drakon 
on honey-cakes and (venom-developing) poisons. 

But this is one of those rare and alarming points at which we reach the limits of 
philology, and with a juddering halt. For snakes—and certainly Four-lined 
snakes—do not and cannot eat honey or meal.'^' Snakes can only eat living (or 
recently dead) creatures, including eggs, all of which, of course, they swallow 
whole. 'I’he gift of honey-cakes to the snakes was then primarily symbolic: it either 
sweetens the potentially aggressive serpent, or it acknowledges the paradoxical 
sweetness latent within divine serpents of this sort.'^'^ 

'I’he foods that could in fact be eaten by Four-lined snakes are mice and other 
small rodents, birds, lizards, other snakes, large insects, and eggs. If any snakes 
were kept in permanent captivity, presumably in baskets, then food would have to 
have been provided lor them. The most conveniently accessible viable food would 
have been eggs. 'Fhis brings out the significance of Nicander’s observation that 
the drakon reared by Paeon (Asclepius) in the vale of Pelethronium on Pelion, 
seemingly an archetype sacred snake, went after bird eggs.^^^ 'Fhe importance of 
eggs for sacred snakes is more often recognized in iconography. Several times 
from the fourth century onwards we find snakes being fed from c^^-phialai in 
Asclepian contexts (we have seen that they formed the decorative motifs on the 
metopes of the Tholos at Epidaurus).^^'' From the imperial period we also find a 
pair of statues of Asclepius and Hygieia offering eggs directly to their serpents 
without a phialed^ What else might captive snakes have been fed upon? Chicks 
might have been bred for the purpose; it is less easy to imagine that mice would 
have been. No doubt any stray lizard found on a wall could have been popped into 
the basket. Bui it should be borne in mind that snakes can be enormously fussy 
and unpredictable eaters even in the best conditions of captivity. Those that lived 
heely in groves could presumably have fended for themselves from nature’s 
bounty. 


1 he question presses itself upon us: what became of all the honey-cakes, on the 
assumption that they were indeed left out for the snakes? Aelian on Lanuvium: 
1 he ants crumble up the cake of the girl who has lost her virginity into tiny bits, 
so that they can carry it away more easily, and then they carry it out of the grove, 


/JyV/C Hcsperidcs 75; d. MePhec 1990 ad loc. and 406. 

Valerius I'laccus 8 . 97. 

It is sinking that lliis point lias failed to arouse scholarly curiosity, signally that of Schachter 
1981 9'1: iii. 81, Ustinova 2009: 92. Harrison 1922: 348-9, and Salapata 2006: 553 address a few 
unpersuasive words to the issue. 

It is geneially contended, however, that nielHonttai were given to snakes because honey was 
symbolic of the underworld, as by Rohde 1925: 244 n. 6, Mitropoulou 1977: 49, Bodson 1978: 79. 

Nicander 'i'licriaca 438-97, with schol. ad loc. 

for images of snakes being fed eggs from egg-p/t/Vz/u/, see Riethmiiller 2005: ii pis. 14. 4 (= UMC 
Asklepios 11 1 lygieia 7, c. lOO lu;; snake led from cup, whilst a woman offers an egg-/)/z/Vz/e to a 

lninuinoid Hygieia and further egg-p/z/u/u/ decorate the background), 15. 1 (round relief altar from 
Rergamene Asclepieion, Hellenistic; snakes eat from egg-/)/z/Vz/uz), 15. 2 (- LIMC Asklepios 252 - our 
fig. 9. I, Ai) 144 , the (.. Rupius kirminus relief: Asclepius and Hygieia feed massive serpents from egg- 
/z/zzVz/zzz: ), ii. p. 431 (Antonine relief altar from the 'Hber Island Asclepieion; snakes and eggs), LIMC'. 
1 lygieia 111 (imperial bronze statuette; I lygieia feeds her [now lost) snake fixmi an c^^-phialc). 

Retsalis Diomidis 2010: 27- 8 figs. 9-10 (a statue group from (k)S, c. ah 150-200); cf. also Sa.sel 
Kos 1991: 186 -7 (association between serpents and eggs in imj->erial-period iconography from Illyria). 
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cleaning the place/'^^^ The cakes are left, in other words, for insects to eat. But the 
cakes will generally have attracted the attention equally of larger creatures, such as 
mice and birds, the latter perhaps additionally attracted too by insects mired in the 
honey. It is possible that the cakes were designed to have this specific function: to 
attract choice, fresh, and suitable food into the sacred snakes’ grove. And what 
better way to encourage the snakes to keep the grove as their home than with a 
constant supply of such delights? These considerations lead to paradoxical con¬ 
clusions in the case of the oikouros ophis. If the honey-cakes were left untouched, 
this ought to have suggested not the absence of any snake but the absence of mice 
and birds: one might imagine such a thing to have signalled the arrival rather than 
the departure of a snake. But, more seriously, it is easy to believe that the supply of 
mice and birds on the Acropolis was a plentiful one, given all the sacrificial cakes 
that must have been carried up there. One wonders whether Lucian’s memorable 
description of chryselephantine statues being disgusting tangles of mouse-nests 
behind their gold and ivory plating bore upon the Athene Parthenos in 
particular. 


THE SPECIFIC ROLE OF THE SNAKES IN HEALING 

The occasional fortuitous piece of shock therapy aside,'”’ the normal method by 
which snakes made their contribution to the healing of the sick in the healing 
sanctuaries was by licking or biting the affected part of their body.'”“ Three pieces 
of evidence, an inscription, a votive relief, and a comic narrative, represent the act 
of healing in terms of a pair of parallel operations, although a vitally important 
third parallel operation is implicit too: on the one hand, in the dream world, the 
healing god makes an epiphany and lays a herbal application upon the affected 
body part (first operation); on the other, in the waking world, a sacred serpent 
licks or bites that same part (second operation); but the god’s dream-work 
evidently mirrors directly the waking-world healing labours of the temple stall 
(third operation). In the Epidaurian ulcerous-toe miracle (quoted above) the 
sleeping patient dreams that the young Asclepius in epiphany tends his toe with 
a herbal application whilst a snake comes from the abaton to lick it.’”^ d he lourth- 
century ik: votive relief of Archinus from the sanctuary of Amphiaraus at Oropus 
functions as a visual counterpart to the ulcerous-toe narrative. In the foreground a 
larger-than-life-sized Amphiaraus in epiphany, strongly Asclepian with beard and 
(serpentless) staff, tends the right shoulder ol the standing Archinus with a heibal 
application (or just possibly with an incision). In the middle ground a snake leais 
up from behind Archinus, who lies abed, to lick or bite his shoulder. In the 


AcVnm Ndturc of AniDKib 11. 16. 

Lucian Tragic Zeus H. l or the notion that tlie cakes given to the oikouros ophis might iiave been 
eaten by mice, see )ennison 1937: 20. 

liMI iC) 44: the clumh girl again. 

Discussion of licking serpents at Ldelstein and f.delstein 1943: ii. 167, Bodson 1978: 87 8. 

VMI (A) 17. 
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background stands, self-reflexively, the votive relief itself, on its pedestal, and by 
its side Archinus himself for a third time, gratefully dedicating it and raising his 
hand in prayer. 'Fhe pair of (human) eyes hovering over the frame indicates that 
the foreground image represents the vision seen in incubation. Once again the 
dream-vision of the humanoid god is made directly parallel with the snake’s 
action.Aristophanes does not distinguish between the waking and sleeping 
realms in Carion’s account of his experiences in the Athenian Asclepieion, but 
even so there is a certain parallelism between the action attributed to the human¬ 
oid Asclepius and that attributed to his serpents. Carion sees the humanoid 
Asclepius enter the dormitory, accompanied by his daughters, laso and Panacea, 
and by an assistant. He does his rounds, very much in the style of one of his own 
temple staff, examining and ministering to the sick with his herbs. When he comes 
to Wealth, he wipes his eyes with a clean cloth, and Panacea wraps his whole head 
in a purple cloth. Asclepius then makes a calling noise, whereupon a pair of 
oversized serpents (drakonte) dart out ot the temple. They quietly slither beneath 
the purple cloth and lick around Wealth’s eyes (perieleichon). Shortly thereafter 
Wealth stands up with his vision restored, and the god and his snakes disappear 
back into the temple. What is the purpose of the purple cloth? Is it medicinal? 
Does it serve to guide the snakes to Wealth’s eyes? Or is it to prevent Wealth 
setting eyes (after the curing lick, at any rate) upon the snakes? Might it have been 
usual lor healing snakes to do their work unseen by the patients? 

We have noted that it is unclear whether Archinus’ snake licks or bites. Whilst 
it initially appears to clamp its jaws around Archinus’ shoulder for a bite, it could 
be that the seeming lower jaw is in fact a beard.Hut the bite of a sanctuary 
serpent was probably recognized as healing too. Nicander’s description of the 
dtakon reared by Paeon (Asclepius) in the vale of Pelethronium on Pelion seems 
to offer an aetiology for the curative biting of sanctuary snakes, for he tells that it 
bit humans as gently as a mouse.A biting cure is found also in the Hpidaurian 
Miiacle Inscriptions, where an admittedly anomalous viper bites open Melissa’s 
tumour. 

1 he healing licking of the sanctuary snakes can be contextualized. It should be 
compaied with the super-healing’ licking of mythical drakontes: that applied by 
the sei pent-pair ol Apollo f hymbraeus to the ears of Helenus and Cassandra, and 
that applied by the orphan snakes to the ears of Melampus, in both cases to bestow 
the gift of prophecy.We find the notion that a snake’s licking can be cleansing 
and sometimes, perhaps, purifying in a religious sense elsewhere in Greek 


Athens, National Museum no. 3369 = IG ii’ 4394, illustrated at Schouten 1967: 34, van Straten 
1976:98, Neumann 1979:51 fig. 28, Sehnalke and Selheim 1990 fig. 10, Dignas 2007: 171, Sineux 2007 fig. 
17. Discussion at R. Her/.og 1931: 88 -91, Sineux 2007: 203-6 (with 204 n. 57 for the significance of the 
eyes; others have, less convincingly, read them as apotropaic). 

Aiistophanes Wciillli 111 41. 1 he noise Asclepius makes to call the snakes is described by the 
tei m poppuzd, which l.S] plausibly suggest defined a smacking ot the lips or a clucking. It seems to have 
been used especially in calling to horses. 

"'I’ Krauskopf 1981: 702 ad loc. (licking); Sineux 2007: 204 (biting). 

Nicander 'Ihcritua 438-97, with schol ad loc.; cf. Riethmiiller 2005: i. 47, 104, ii. 309. 

/•-A//(C) 45. 

llelenus aiul (.assandra: I zetzes on Lycophron Alexundrn introduction, scholl. 1 lomer Iliad 6. 
76a, 7. 44. Melampus: Aj^ollodorus Hibliothcca 1.9. 11. See (Ji. 3 for both. 
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thought. Aelian tells that the serpent that fell in love with the Thessalian Alenas 
would kiss him and lick and wash his face.‘‘^^ In Euripides’ Bacchae the maenads’ 
snakes wash their blood-stains from their cheeks (NB: pareidon, which must, in 
context, be evocative of pareias)^^ 

In practice, when the sanctuary snakes licked or bit the key parts of the patients, 
they must have been helped on their way towards the target zone by sanctuary 
staff. The fragment of Aristophanes’ Arnphiaraus that, as I conjecture, is 
addressed to Arnphiaraus himself, ‘and the snakes that you let loose upon (or: 
send against (epipempeis)] people—get them sealed up in a basket and stop being a 
druggist’ might, at one level, convey an image of one of Arnphiaraus’ vicars on 
earth holding the snake up to a patient’s affected part and encouraging it to lick or 
bite. Note that the parallelism between snake-application and drug-application is 
latent in these words too.^'“ 

In an article published in The Lancet Angeletti etal. start from the ulcerous- 
toe miracle and the Archinus relief to contend, on the basis ol’experiments, that 
the saliva of certain non-venomous snakes, in particular the h'our-lined snake, 
contains epidermal growth factors (ECiFs) that are ellective in stimulating 
the healing of the skin (it is also proposed, with an eye to the two cures ellected 
by dog-licking at Epidaurus, that canine saliva may have a similar elfect)."^ 
But in practice how easy is it to persuade a live snake to disgorge its saliva over 
a wound? 

The actions of snakes confined to the dream world in the l^pidaurian Miracle 
Inscriptions need not, with one potential exception, be far out of line with the 
actions of those ostensibly in the waking world, and may offer further models for 
the action of waking-world snakes. Sometimes the dream-world snakes make a 
more gentle form of contact. So far as can be told, the Cleimenes entry speaks of a 
dream-snake merely winding itself around part of his body.” ’ 'The snake Aga- 
meda sees as she incubates for children merely lies on top of her belly or womb. 

It seems to have been thought, in this connection, that a snake’s external slime 
also had healing properties, d’hus Sidonius Apollinaris: ‘'The Epidaurian snake 
(anguis) hangs around the well-shaped tripod, exuding a sacred slime (virus) the 
length of his health-giving neck.’”^’ d’he potential exception is the snake Nicasi- 
bula sees when she too incubates for children, which actually has sex with her 
(syngenesthai).^^^ At first sight this seems on the one hand to belong to the realm 


' Aelian Nalurc of Auimah 8 . 11. ‘" I'Airipicles lidcchac 698, 767-8. 

Aristophanes Aniphiomit^ 1-28 K-A. 

Angeletti etal. 1992. For cures by dog-licking in the waking world at l-pidaurus see /•.'A// (A) 
20 and (B) 26.1’he henelit attributed to snakes could also he attributed to dogs by virtue ol the lact that 
a dog featured at the heart of Asclepius’ I'pidaurian birth myth, and that snake aiul dog were combined 
in Tbrasymedes’ later 4tb-century lu; cull image (Pausanias 2. 26-7). VVe bear ol dogs also in ibe 
Athenian Asclepieion (Plutarch Morolid 969e, 79()a, Aelian Ndturc of Anioidh 7. 13, a deligbllul tale) 
and the Roman one (Feslus p. 110 M), though these are not explicitly attributed with saliva healing. For 
sacred dogs in general see Scholz 1937: 12-13, 23, Riethmiiller 200;3; i. 239 -lO. It is harder to 
understand how, in liM! (B) -lA, a goose was able to cure gout with a peck to the fo(4. hut see 
Bonnechere 2003: 301-2 with n. 29 for a ventured explanation. 

l-.MI (B) 37. I-:MI (B) .W. 

Sidonius Ajiollinaris Cdnuiiui 22. 79-80. 

" ' }‘MI (B) 42. C:f. Marinus l.ifc of Prodiis 30, where Marinus tells elli|4ically of an epi|4iany t)l 
Asclepius: when Proclus was 'between sleeji and wakelulness’ (not, it aj^iusus, in the context ol a lormal 
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of fantasy, whilst on the other to offer a mechanical explanation of a sort as to how 
an anguiform Asclepius was able to sire a series of historical and quasi-historical 
ligures (see Ch. 9)."^ But perhaps we should compare again the super-healing 
action of Apollo 'rhymbraeus’ snake-pair: by licking the ears of Helenus and 
Cassandra in order to give them an exceptional variety of healing, they seemingly 
act to remove a blockage. Was Nicasibula’s barrenness understood in a similar 
way as deriving from a kind of blockage of the womb, and was it removed by an 
internal licking? 


WRANGLERS 

Ihe evidence considered in (diapterS suggests that, much as the great drakontes 
of myth were typically ted by virgin girls (Ladon, the Colchis drakon), the sacred 
drakontes of sanctuaries were brought their cakes either by virgins or by celibate 
older women, and this applies to single unseen drakontes and plural public ones 
alike: Herodotus implies that the oikouros ophis was given its cakes by the 
(celibate?) priestess of Athene Polias;'^'^ virgins took cakes to the unseen Juno 
Sospita serpent, and were tested in their virginity in so doing;a celibate older 
priestess brought cakes for Sosipolis;*"' and the snakes of Apollo’s sanctuary in 
Epirus were brought their appeasing foods by a virgin priestess.We are put in 
mind of the virgin Hygieia herself, eternally feeding her serpent avatar from her 
phiale. No doubt this benign but colourless goddess served both as model for and 
as divine projection of these snake-feeding girls and women. But perhaps the 
giving of the cakes was not always such a specialized activity. I’he copious sources 
bearing upon 1 rophonius’ snakes assert that cakes were taken down to them by 
their consulters.'*''^ Who were the mysterious ‘they’ that laid out food before the 


incubation), he saw a drakdti coiling around his head, and this led to an alleviation of the paralysis that 
originated there. 

Ihe asseition that Nicasihula s two hoys (who, as LiDonnici 1995 notes, must, in context, have 
been twins) were horn within a year may favour the latter possibility; by contrast no such claim could 
he made foi Agameda s children, since they are five in number (if they were quintuplets, we would 
surely have been told so). 

Herodotus 8. 41. Plutarch Ificinistoclcs 10 replaces Herodotus’ reference to the Athene Polias 
priestess with a vague reference to unspecified priests: ‘the priests announced this to the many’. 'I’his is 
pi obably just a random varialio of Herodotus’ priestess, perhaps inspired in part by the supreme board 
of I)elphic priests with which Plutarch himself would have been so familiar. 

Propertius 4. 8. 2 14, Aelian Naltirc of Animals 11. 16. 

Pausanias 6. 20. 2-6. 

Aelian Nature of Animals 11.2. 

1 lesychius s.v. [Uiyihcc: . . . i<(ii ac Kara 'jjf'povcn' ol etc /cartoi^Tec; litymolo^i- 

(Um Mayna/n s.v. juiyic. tovtcctu’ dfnoi ovc i<<LT(Lif)Cf)<)vciv ol etc Tpfxfxmnov /^artoi-rec; and s.v. 

j'joih': hcTi f}r)vc Kdi cihoc nXdKovi'Toc fStfSo/ici'oi; toTc cic Tpixfunviov Kdrdftdivovci, Siori ni 

/caret/jru I'oi'Tcc ei’c to dHtnrx’ jivKpttfuuv aiclldvuvTiu. In the light of these texts, the seeming reference 
to locals throwing in cakes at schol. Aristophanes (blonds 308d, oi KdToiKovvrcc TrAa/fofii'rac cfhiXXov 
fu'XiTi dehcx/ic'ixtvc, probably derives from scribal error. 
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sacred snakes’ entrance at I’itane?*"^ If anyone gave the snakes any food they 
could actually eat directly, we are told nothing of them. 

Our most vivid access to those whose concern it was to apply sacred snakes to 
peitients in healing sanctuaries comes through (quasi-) dream narratives in which 
the gods themselves are projected, seemingly, into the roles of their own temple 
staff We have already noted y\ristophanes’ Aniphiaraiis fragment, in which, 
apparently, Amphiaraus himself, to some disapproval, takes on the role of one 
of his own healers and in this role applies drugs and snakes alike to his patients. 

In his Wealth Carion describes a team of healers with differentiated roles. Ascle- 
pius himself does the rounds of his patients accompanied by an assistant and by 
his daughters laso and Panacaea. The assistant carries a box of herbs and a pestle 
and mortar with which he makes them into preparations. We are told how he 
makes a stinging preparation of garlic, fig-juice, squill, and vinegar which he then 
uses as a poultice for Neoclides’ eyes (a joke is then made at this politician’s 
expense). When the group comes to blind Wealth Panacea wraps his head in a 
purple cloth, whilst Asclepius calls forth his two serpents from his temple and has 
them duck under the cloth to apply their licking action to his eyes, as we have 
seen. Then the party, serpents and all, returns within the temple.One can well 
imagine that Aristophanes’ fast-paced and selective narrative has distributed two 
stages of a healing process for blindness between Neoclides and Wealth, and that 
in practice each individual blind incubant could expect both the herbal poultice 
and the snake-licking. The late-Hellenistic ‘Democritus novella’ in the pseud¬ 
onymous Letters of Hippocrates (as mentioned in Ch. 10) includes an account of a 
(non-incubatory) dream of Asclepius supposedly experienced by the physician 
that has something in common with the Wealth narrative. Asclepius manilests 
himself in human form, though not in the gentle (nieilichos) and mild mien ol his 
statues, but a vigorous and frightening one. Huge drakontes (number unspecified) 
follow him, hissing, as do companions with boxes of drugs. Asclepius takes 
Hippocrates’ hand and reassures him that he does not need his help. Rather, he 
introduces him to the goddess Truth, telling him that she will guide him.‘“' If we 
put these two vignettes together, we might imagine that nightly rounds were made 
of the incubants by a team led by a priest in the role taken on here by Asclepius. 
He would be accompanied by specialist medical assistants who would apply their 
herbal preparations as appropriate, and by others who would (then?) apply the 
snakes. The intriguing implication of the Aristophanes passage is that the snake 
wranglers would naturally, like laso and Panacea, have been girls or women (it is 
Panacea that prepares Wealth for the action of the snakes). And it is noteworthy 
that the ps.-Hippocratic passage also culminates in Asclepius’ introduction of a 
female figure to the sleeping Hippocrates, even though she is not directly associ¬ 
ated with the snakes. 'Phis fits nicely with the evidence for the prominence ol girls 
or women amongst the (supposecl) feeders of the snakes, and indeed with the 
broader association in Cireek culture between females and snake-handling, as in 
the cases of maenads or I* rinyes. 


Pausanias 2. 11. S. 

Aristophanes Amphiaraus h'28 K-A. 

Aristophanes Wealth 693-747. 

Hippocrates i.etters 13; lor text and trans. see VV. 1). Smith 1990: 68-71. 
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THE VARIETIES 


It is possible that any kind of snake, in the right circumstances, could be con¬ 
sidered a sacred snake of a certain god. The massive snakes deposited in the 
Alexandrian Asclepieion were presumably pythons or boas and can hardly have 
belonged to the same variety of snakes as found in the Asclepieia of old Greece. 
And who is to say that the viper that bit Melissa in Epidaurus, if it did indeed 
belong to the real world, was not ipso facto a sacred snake as it acted? But what 
varieties of snakes might most typically have served as sacred snakes in the 
sanctuaries of the old Greek world? 

Neither the copious extant iconography of Asclepius and similar gods (Ch. 9), 
nor the numerous snake-models in bronze, gold, and terracotta that have been 
found in their sanctuaries, so far as they might be relevant, offer significant help in 
pinning down the variety of the sacred snakes: the images are too generic.We 
must turn to the literature, which indicates that sacred snakes most typically 
belonged to the anciently recognized variety pareias. 

As we have seen, when Aristophanes’ Garion needs to imitate a sacred snake, he 
hisses and grabs a pot of porridge like a pareias . . . ophis, which implies that the 
pareias was the normal variety of sacred snake in the Athenian Asclepieion.In 
conjunction with this the two-word fragment of Cratinus’ Trophonius, pareiai 
opheis, seems to tell us that this was the variety of the sacred snake that lived in his 
Lebadeia sanctuary.Later on, Aelian ascribes Asclepius’ sacred snakes in 
general to the pareias variety, presumably with Epidaurus primarily in mind. He 
tells that, ‘It has a red (pyrrhos) skin and is keen of sight. It has a broad mouth yet 
it is not dangerous but rather gentle when it bites, d'hat is why the first people to 
establish these things dedicated it to the most human-loving of the gods and 
named it the ‘seiwant (therapon) of Asclepius.’'-^' When Aelian speaks explicitly of 
the sacred serpents of Epidaurus, in the passage quoted above, he does so without 
using the term pareias, though he seems to have it in mind. He tells that the 


Wc have llic following finds of or records of snake models from Asclepieia. Athens; numerous 
snake-model dedications are recorded in inventories of the Athenian Asclepieion published between 
329/328 and 244/243 lu;, lor which see Aleshire 1989: iii. 16 {ophidian on a plaque, dedicated by one 
Meletos), iv. 60 (opliidion), iv. 106 {ophidian), iv. 116 {ophidian), v. 76 (four driikontin), v. 135 
{drnkonlion), v. 160 (drnkoniion), v. 127 {drakon). Drakoniion signifies ‘serpent-bangle’ at Lucian 
Aniorcs 41. We may get an idea of what they may have looked like from Berlin Staatliche Museen 
Preussischer Kulturbesit'/ inv. 1963.5, a superb golden serpent-bangle of the 4lh century ik; from 
northern (ireece; illustration at Bodson 1981 fig. 1; cf. also the images at Cook 1914-40: iii. 765-6. Cf. 
more generally, Martha 1880 nos. 182-4 (Attic terracottas). Hpidaurus; Riethmuller 2005: i. 158 
(bronze, 5th cent. lu;). (lela: Riethmuller 2005: ii. 418 (bronze). Celoi: Riethmuller 2005: ii. 419 
(bronze), l.issos: Riethmuller 2005: ii. 345 (gold). Pergamum: Berlin, Antikenmuseum, inv. no. 
31394, Riethmiiller 2005; ii. 364, Schnalke and Selheim 1990: 72, fig. 41 (bronze, 2nd cent, lu;, 17 cm, 
with inscribed plaque, ‘l-utychis in thanks for dream-healing’); Crumach 1965: 176-7 and pi. 1, l labicht 
1969: 156 no. 160b and pi. 32, Petsalis-1 )iomidis 2010; 274 fig. 83 (massive bronze snake with an 
undecipherable punched inscription); llabicht 1969: 108-9 no. 71 and pi. 29 (bronze dedication plaque 
marking the gilt by Attains 1 of a drakon greeting Asclepius and 1 lygieia, in thanks for his delivery 
from many perils). Note also from the sanctuary of Amphiaraus at Oropus: Id vii. 303 = Petrakos 1968: 
188-93 no. 45 line 70 (recording dedication of a snake, ophidian, 5 drachmas in weight, c.200 ik;). 

Aristophanes Wealth 690. 

'(j'atinus 1-241 K-A: Tra/ic/ai oVctc. AeVnm Nature of Animals 12. 
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serpents sacred to Asclepius at Fipidaiiriis were apparently drawn from more than 
one tame ihemeroi) and presumably non-venomous variety, but that there was 
amongst these varieties a (xanthoteron) one that was particularly 

favoured. He also tells that the snakes in question could be purported to belong 
to the largest varieties in the Greek world. Other countries might have bigger 
snakes, but in that case they were not proper drakonteSy as Asclepius’ snakes 
importantly were.' '^“ When Nicander describes the archetypal sacred drakon reared 
by Paeon (Asclepius) in the vale of Pelethronium on Pelion he gives it the pareias 
gentleness, telling that it bites humans as gently as a mouse, but its form is in part at 
least a fantastical one: it is green (chloadn) and blue (kuanos)y sports three rows ol 
teeth, has eyes deep under shaggy brows and a yellow (dioloibaplios) beard.'^' 

Further sources tell us that the pareias variety provided snakes for the other two 
chief sacred contexts too, orgiastic rites and the house. As to the former, Demos¬ 
thenes’ On the Crown claims that Aeschines participated in Sabazian rites with his 
mother in which pareias snakes were squeezed and lifted over the head,' ' * whilst a 
scholium to the Wealth declares that it was the snake used in Bacchic rites.In 
declaring that the pareias was also found in Alexandria, the same scholium seems 
to tell us, tendentioLisly, that the Alexandrian Agathoi Daimones were pareiai (cl. 
Ch. 8); but some equivalent Greek house snakes may well have belonged to the 
variety.' d’hese cultures of the orgiastic rites and the house are linked, albeit in a 
puzzling fashion, by Theophrastus’ ‘Superstitious man’, who calls upon Sabazius 
when finding a snake in the house, ‘even’ a pareias I'he ‘even’ at any rate 
confirms the snake’s gentleness. 

A tight lexicographical tradition reaffirms the disinclination of the pareias to 
bite men and derives the snake’s name from its propensity to inflate its ‘cheeks’ 
(pareiai). Modern etymologists concur in the derivation. 

So what, in modern terms, was the pareias"^ We must begin with a caveat, hirst, 
we have no reason to suppose that ancient Greek or Roman snake taxonomies 
should map in any direct or easy way onto modern ones (with the general 
exception, perhaps, of the more distinctive viper group). The range ol variation 
in size, colour, and patterning within each snake species is often considerably 
greater than that between species. I’he ancients took no interest in the key modern 
diagnostic tool for distinction between genera and species, scutellation (scale 
patterns). And even now doubt can remain about the actual relationships between 
subspecies at any rate. Those of us who had naively trusted our scientist colleagues 


'Paiisaiiias 2. 28. 1. It is not easy to liave coniidcnce in oigliteenth-eentury ad reports ol 
distinctive yellow snakes in kpidauriis, as reported at Bodson 1981: 76. 

'Nicander Thermal -138-97. 

Demosthenes 18.239-61. 

'' ’ Schol. /\risto}dianes Wailtli 690. Photiiis Lexicon s.v. ('xfxic ndfuitu speaks more vaguely ol their 
use in the mysteries. 

' (d. also I larpocration s.v. Trft/ifiai o'fidc and Photius Lexicon s.v. o</)< ic rrn/x mk where juireiiii eat 

vipers, a characteristic ol the yXgathoi Daimones. 

''' Theophrastus (djumc/ers 16.-1. 

'I larpocration s.v. I hiiiciai oVxtt, 1 lesychiuss.v. rrainidi d'fxK., Photius lexicon n . v , /T/hk ndim'di, 
Schol. Aristophanes Wealth 690. 

’ Brisk 1960-72, ('hantraine 2009, Beekes 2010 s.v. ndjKidt. 
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when they told us that the taxonomic project of old-school biology was comploi-^ 
are quickly undeceived when we turn to the herpetological handbooks. 

Amongst the snakes resident in Greece today, the best candidates to have 
identified as the pareias and to have been the principal suppliers of sacred snak^^^ 
of Asclepius and others are those of the genus Elaphe or ‘rat snake’, of whiej,^ 
Greece knows three species. But, not least in view of Pausanias’ emphasis on t^^^ 
length of the Eipidaurian snakes, attention should also be given to some of tl^^^ 
other longer varieties. 

Elaphe longissirna or the Aesculapian snakeexhibits a colour range froi^^ 
yellow, through yellowish brown, greyish-brown and olive, to dark brown. It h^^^ 
four dark stripes down its back, which are often indistinct (they tend to be mor^ 
distinct in the Italian subspecies Elaphe longissirna rornana than on the subspecie,. 
found in Greece and elsewhere, Elaphe longissirna longissirna) and a faint yellovy. 
ish blotch on either side of the nape of its neck. They can reach up to 225 cm 
length, but most remain under 140 cm. They like to live in moist and sunny are^j. 
with brush vegetation, and have a particular fondness for drystone walls k\i\\ 
for hiding under loose stones on the ground. In farmed areas, they are often foiinq 
in sheds and cellars. I’hey often climb trees and should be considered ‘semi, 
arboreal’: they climb either to find birds—occasionally eggs—to eat, or to escape, 
from danger. 'Phey will also climb up the rough walls of houses. Their principal 
diet consists of rodents, but they will also take, birds and eggs apart, bats anq 
lizards; they constrict their victims. If threatened, the snake will form itself into aq 
S-shape on the ground and inflate its body slightly before biting; it vibrates its tail 
and evacuates the foul contents of its cloacal glands. Wild specimens can be 
tamed, loday the snake is found throughout the Greek mainland, but in the 
Peloponnese only in Messenia.^ ’’ 

Elaphe cjuatuorlineata or the Four-lined snake ranges in colour from straw^ 
yellow to dark brown. Four prominent dark lines run the length of its body. It can 
measure as much as 260 cm, but usually reaches a length between 100 and 160 cni. 
It likes to hide in piles of stone, drystone walls, and bushes, and to occupy the 
same hiding place for many weeks on end. It is a skilled climber. It remains 
motionless when under threat, but if molested hisses loudly whilst attempting 
escape. It inflates its body whilst flattening its head. It is capable of administering a 
strong bite, but it is relatively easy to tame, becoming initially timid in captivity. 

I his is the serpent that principally features each year in the Italian Gucullo 
festival, of which more anon, and footage of this demonstrates how remarkably 
phlegmatic and calm even newly captured individuals are, and even whilst being 
roughly handled. I heir natural prey is mice (and rats) and young rabbits, and less 
often bats, birds, and lizards. Some populations exploit their tree-climbing abil¬ 
ities to specialize in taking eggs. 4’he principal subspecies, the EUaphe qiiatiiorli- 
neala (juatuorlineata, is widespread tliroughout the Greek mainland, including 
the Peloponnese, and many islands, as well as central and southern Italy and 
Sicily. A smaller subspecies, Edaphe qiiatuorlineata rnuenteri or the Gyclades 


It has also been known as coluber (lesculapii and coluber lotigissiuius. I'or the history of the use 
and application of the name ‘Aesculapian snake’ in the modern era see Bodson 1981: 73. 

' " Schul/. 1996: 159-68; cf also Arnold and Ovenden 2002: 214-15. 
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four-lined snake is found in some of the Cyclades islands and grows only up to 
130 

Elaphe siitday or the Leopard snake, is rather smaller, with adults reaching 
lengths of only between 70 and 100 cm. Its colour ranges from yellowish grey, 
through light or dark grey, to a light brown with a reddish tinge. It goes through a 
striped phase in which it has two longitudinal reddish stripes, which are some¬ 
times bordered with black. It is widespread on the Greek mainland and islands, in 
southern Italy and in Western Turkey. It likes to live in stone rubble heaps and 
thick vegetation, and is fond of wild gardens, overgrown ruins, cemeteries, and, 
again, drystone walls. It is generally terrestrial. When cornered it inllates its body, 
forms an S-shape with it, lashes its tail and bites viciously. It eats small rodents 
and, less often, birds, eggs, or insects. It is difficult to keep.’ ’*^ 

Let us turn now to some of the longer snake varieties of modern Greece outside 
the rat-snake genus. Malpolon rnonspessulaniis or the Montpellier snake can grow 
up to 240 cm, though often reaches a lesser length. It is varied in its colouring: 
grey, red-brownish, olive or blackish, but has a yellowish belly. It is particularly 
distinctive for its large, staring eyes, which are accentuated by strong brows. It 
prefers to lie out in the open. It can swim, waterproofing itself with a nasal 
secretion. It eats principally lizards, though also other snakes and small mammals, 
less often birds. It is very aggressive, and it is venomous, though it can rarely 
envenom humans because it needs to secure a tight biting grip before doing so. 
Flowever, humans suffer no lasting harm from the venom when it is injected. It is 
known in Macedonia and on a few Greek islands, though not in central (ireece.' “ 

Coluber caspius or the Large whip snake can reach 250 cm, though it usually 
remains below 200 cm. It is yellow-brown or olive-brown or reddish and has a 
yellow-orange-red belly. It has prominent eyes. It lives in the open but likes dry- 
stone walls. It eats mainly small mammals and lizards, sometimes smaller snakes 
and birds. It is swift and highly aggressive, and bites fiercely when handled. It can 
jump a metre to make an attack. It climbs trees to a height of between five and 
seven metres. It is not found in southern Greece, but is present on many Aegean 
islands. 

Matrix natrix or the Grass snake can reach up to 200 cm, though it usually 
remains below 120 cm. The body is a variable olive-grey, greenish, olive-brown or 
steel grey, but many have a black-bordered yellow (sometimes white, orange or 
red) collar behind the head. It lives on the Greek mainland and many Aegean 
islands. It usually lives near water and can be very frequent near rivers. If 
disturbed it strikes with its mouth closed and rarely bites. It often feigns death. 
When handled it often voids the foul contents of its cloacal glands. It eats 
principally frogs and toads, sometimes newts and fish, also small mammals, 
nestling birds, small snakes, and slugs. 

'fhe claims of the hour-lined snake, Elaphe (juatuorlineatay to have been (most 
frequently identified as) the pareias and the snake most favoured by sanctuaries, 


'Schulz 1996: 209-18; ci. also Arnokl aiul Oveiulcn 2002: 211 13. 

Schulz 1996: 2'11-6; cl. also Arnokl and OvcMuk'n 2002: 211. 

“ ' Arnold and OvcmkIcmi 2002: 202-1. 

‘' Arnokl and Ovc'ndcMi 2002: 209. 

Arnokl and OvcmkIcmi 2002: 216-18. 
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where they were perhaps joined on occasion by Aesculapian snakes, and just 
possibly by Montpellier snakes and Large whip snakes, are as follows: 

1. Modern distribution. Modern distributions of snake varieties need not map 
perfectly onto their ancient distributions, but if we do invoke modern 
distribution as a criterion, then we are compelled to dissociate the Aescula¬ 
pian snake completely from the key site of L^pidaurus, since it does not occur 
there, being found only in Messenia in the Peloponnese. But the Four-lined 
snake, which is widely distributed across the Peloponnese as a whole, makes 
a much better candidate for a native resident of Epidaurus. On the same 
criterion we would also have to discount the Montpellier snake and the 
Large whip snake, neither of which occurs in the Peloponnese. 

2. Cheeks. Of the snakes under consideration, it is the Four-lined snake that 
can best be said, as the pareias is said to do, to inflate its ‘cheeks’, since it has 
a line-free yellowish blotch on either side of its neck behind its eyes which it 
inflates and flattens when threatened (cf. the cobra’s famous display). 
Bodson and Gourmelen imagine that they can find the characteristics of the 
Four-lined snake, which they take to have been the pareias^ in the serpent in 
the reproductions of Phidias’ Athene Polias statue (the oikouros ophis^.)y 
pointing to the seeming inflation of the cheeks.Still, it is perhaps curious 
that Four-lined snakes should anciently have been named for their cheek 
gesture, rather than for their usually distinctive four lines, as reflected in 
their modern name.*^'^ 

3. Coloration. In comparing ancient varieties with modern, we should not give 
undue weight to issues of supposed colour. On the one hand, all the modern 
varieties in the frame are found in a range of colorations falling somewhere 
along the yellow-brown-grey-green continuum, with the coloration of each 
individual at any given time being determined by a range of factors— 
genetics, age, sex, period since last slough and biotope—and so none can 
be completely excluded from identity with the pareias on this basis alone. 

On the other hand, ancient Greek colour terms are all but impossible to map 
onto modern Western ones. If we take Pausanias’ notion that the principal 
variety of sacred snakes tended towards yellowness seriously in our own 
terms, then we might note again the Four-lined snake’s yellowish cheek 
blotches. We may also note that Nicander’s scholiast explains that the yellow 
beard the poet attributes to the Pelion drakon is really a way of speaking 
about the yellow underside of the serpent’s jaw. d'his is probably just an act 


However, the other Ddphe snakes do similar things to a certain extent, and the Aesculapian 
snake also has a lighter blotch behind the eyes. It is on the basis of the cheek-inflation that francophone 
scholars have tended to identify the pareias with the hour-lined snake; Bodson 1978; 75-6, 1981; 69-76, 
1988-95; iii. 18; (jourmelen 2004; 347 and Sineux 2007; 202 follow. Ciermanophone scholars have 
preferred to identily it rather with the Aesculapian snake; R. Herzog 1931; 87-8, Riethmiiller 2005; 
i. 133, 239, 323. 

Bodson 1988-95; 46-50, (iourmelen 2004; 347-8. 

Bodson 1981; 75-6 notes that some snake images on geometric vases may have sought to 
reference the four-lined snake with what is for us its most distinctive feature, with back-stripes clearly 
marked. 

‘ (4. Bodson 1981; 75 (referring to the lilaphc genus snakes only). 
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of ad-hoc rationalization, but the rat snakes in general do indeed tend to 
boast yellowish underbellies.'’’^ 

4. Length. Pausanias seemingly implies that the serpents of Asclepius at F-pi- 
daurus are amongst the longest, at any rate in Greece. And whilst the 
iconography of Asclepius’ snakes is idealized and subscribes to a venerable 
tradition of drakon representation, it does at least convey the impression 
that his snakes were of considerable length. The Aesculapian snake and in 
particular the Four-lined snake are indeed amongst the longest varieties in 
Greece. 'The Montpellier snake and I.arge whip snake are obviously com¬ 
petitors in this regard. The Leopard snake has the slightest title to consider¬ 
ation here.'’^" 

5. Disposition. The review of ancient evidence above suggests that sacred 
snakes, in a healing environment at any rate, were asked to strike a fine 
balance between a placid nature and a willingness to bite when called upon 
to do so. At one extreme, the habitual aggression of the Montpellier snake, 
the Large whip snake, and the Leopard snake, and the venomous nature of 
the Montpellier snake, even il it can cause little trouble to humans, would 
seem to count against them. At the other extreme, the Grass snake rarely 
bites. In the middle, it is the two larger rat snakes that have the most 
appropriate dispositions. When wild Aesculapian snakes or four-lined 
snakes are handled they do indeed tend to bite, albeit il harmlessly, though 
they soon become tamed in captivity. OF the two, Schulz notes that the Four- 
lined snake makes a much better candidate lor Asclepian snake-handling as 
it is rather more placid than the Aesculapian.' 

6. Toilet habits. In contrast to the lk)ur-lined snake, the Aesculapian snake and 
the Grass snake tend to void the foul-smelling contents of their cloacal 
glands when handled, and this may make them less suitable than the 
F'our-lined snake, at any rate in their wild Form, For healing work. 

7. Stare. Given the ancient notion that Asclepius’ affinity with serpents was 
determined l')y the Fact tliat they were watchlul, as doctors needed to be 
(Gh. 9), and the Irequent use oF the term lirakon in association with Ascle¬ 
pius and his snakes, a term that ancient etymologists, largely with the 
support of modern ones, derived Irom derkotnai, look, it is woith noting 
that the rat snakes do indeed possess large and distinctive eyes. I lowevei, 
we should note that the eyes ol the Montpellier snake are moie distinctive 
yet, being sited as they are under heavily pronounced brows. One may 
wonder whether this feature ol this variety ol snake did not inlluence the 
representation of the distinctively browed snake on the Aichinus leliel. 
Nicander gives his drakon ol Pelion ‘shaggy brows , though the Montpelliei 
snake’s brows are, of course, hairless. 

8. Frees. Asclepius is sometimes depicted with his snake hanging in a tiee, as 
we have seen, and in one ol the Lpidaurian Miracle Insci iptions a little gii 1 is 


Schol. NicaiulcM- rhcruua 138 ('ims i:dolslciii). 

' Cr. Bodson 1%1: 73. 'Scluilz 19%: (>7. 

' A point made much ol by Bodson 1981; 66 8. 
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cured by a snake that approaches her from a group of trees (though not 
necessarily having descended one).'^"' d'his might point to the Aesculapian 
snake, the Pour-lined snake, or indeed the Large whip snake. But then, does 
Asclepius’ serpent hang in trees in its iconography because his sacred 
serpents did so, or because they tended to live amongst trees in sacred 
groves and their iconography made appeal to the traditional representation 
of Ladon? (The Colchis drakon only finds its tree after Asclepius’ snakes do.) 

9. Slime and snake-eating. Finally, however, two points in favour of the 
Montpellier snake. First, in the admittedly unlikely event that Sidonius 
Apollinaris speaks knowingly and significantly of an Epidaurian snake 
covered in slime, he may thereby salute the Montpellier snake, which exudes 
a secretion from its nose with which it is able to waterproof its body.‘-’^’ 
Secondly, Flarpocration and Photius claim that the pareias snake eats vipers. 
Neither Four-lined snakes nor Aesculapian snakes eat other snakes, but 
Montpellier snakes and Large whip snakes do.'-'^^ 


MODERN COMPARANDA 

Perusal of some contemporary comparanda for the deployment of actual snakes 
in sacred contexts helps us to imagine some aspects of the ancient culture of 
sacred snakes. 


Greece: Markopoiilo 

It is difficult to penetrate behind old myth and modern tourist disinformation to 
know exactly what goes on or has in the past gone on around the Church of the 
1 heotokos, the Mother of God, in the small town of Markopoiilo on Cephalonia. 
1 he local contention is that a variety of small and harmless snake, unique to the 
island and bearing the sign of the cross on its head, manifests itself in the vicinity 
of the church as 15 August, the day of the festival of the Dormition of the Virgin, 
approaches. Ihese snakes are known as fidakia tis Panagias, ‘the Virgin’s snakes’, 
oi the ayiofida ton Markopoulou, ‘the sacred snakes of Markopoiilo’. They are 
gatheied up, taken into the church and deposited adjacently to the silver icon of 
the Panagia Fidoussa or Fidiotissa (‘Virgin of the Snakes’), whereupon they crawl 
all over it and over the others on the walls. They are handled by the faithful, who 
typically have them wrap themselves around their arms, a la Fainyes and maenads, 
and thus receive a blessing from the Virgin. After the festival they are returned to 
the wild. I he non-appearance of the snakes in any given year is taken as a portent 
of disaster: and so it was that they did not appear in 1940, prior to the German 
invasion of Greece, or in 1953, which brought the earthquake that flattened the 


' liMKQAA. 

' Sidonius Apollinaris Cantiina 22. 79-80. 

Harpocration s.v. irtipcuu o'f/ic(c and Photius Lexicon s.v. Trap^iac. 
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village, including the church, which had to be rebuilt (it is claimed that prior to the 
earthquake the snakes used to manifest themselves in the church of their own 
accord, crawling out of the foundations of its bell-tower). This notion nicely 
parallels the traditions relating to the ancient Athenian oikouros aphis and its 
prediction, by disappearing, of the sack of Athens by the Persians—too nicely, 
perhaps. Motorists who accidentally run over one of the snakes are visited by the 
Virgin in their sleep and asked to return the snake to her, whereupon they deposit 
in her church a silver- or gold-plated image of a snake, 'fhe phenomenon has its 
own aetiological myth. When, in 1705, the church, then part of a convent, was 
threatened with a raid by the pirates of Barbarossa, the nuns prayed to God, who 
filled the church with these snakes to frighten off the pirates (in a variant he 
turned the nuns themselves into snakes). Despite local claims that the snake 
variety concerned is a unique one (cf. Pausanias on Epidaurus), photographs 
and internet video footage of the festival confirm herpetologists’ sober observa¬ 
tions that the beast in question is none other than 'LelescopusJallax, the Cat snake, 
a smallish (usually up to 75 cm) blotched animal. Although venomous, they arc 
not dangerous to humans, whom they can hardly envenom, their mouths being 
too small to permit them the necessary grip.'-’^ 


Italy: Ciiculio 

'Phe Serpari festival takes place on the first 'Pluirsday of May in the town ol 
Cucullo (Cocullo) in Abruzzx). Prior to the festival snakes are collected Irom the 
local area in a snake-catching competition for the local serpari, snake-wranglers, 
the winner receiving a prize. The festival participants then drape the snakes over 
the statue of the tenth-centuiy ad St Dominic (San Domenico Abate), which is 
carried through the streets to his chapel, and pray to be kept free ol snakebites. 
St Dominic himself is held to have survived a venomous snakebite and to have 
charmed away the area’s poisonous snakes. Alter the festival the snakes are 
returned to the wild, and the shepherds know that it is safe henceforth to take 
their flocks out into the hills. Photographs and internet video footage confirm that 
the snakes in question are principally the Four-lined snake and, probably to a 
lesser extent, the Aesculapian snake (in its Hlaphe longissiina rornana subspecies). 
As we have noted, the footage also reveals the remarkable calmness ol these just- 
captured snakes. Phe festival is held by some to constitute a Christian continu¬ 
ation of the local Marsi’s worship ol their snake goddess Angitia (lor whom see 
Ch. 5; the Marsi’s ancient centre was Marruvium on the eastern shore ol the 
former lake Fucinus in Abruzzo).' ’*^ 


'I’hus Arnold and Ovendcn 2002: 225 (with pi. -17); Bodson 1978: 76-7 (with pis. between 71 aiul 
75) guesses rather that the snakes in question are small Leopard snakes, hlaphe sHula. Lor the 
mythologies surrounding the festival, see Loukatos 1950: 151 -9 and Kriss and Kriss Heinrich DLv-): 
102-6 (with pis. 84-5). 

Ashby 1929, Letla 1972: 145, Dench 1995: 160-1, Schulz 1996: 67. The last has a line photograph 
at pi. 55c, clearly showing the statue draped with L'our-lined snakes. Arnold and Oveiulen 2002: 21 i are 
perhaps wrong to suggest that the more prominent role goes to the Aesculapian snake. As to the 
possibility of cultural continuity with the Marsi, Dench remains sceptical, suggesting rather a sell 
conscious revival. 
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Japan: Shirohebi 


Elaphe climacophora, or the Japanese rat-snake, is found throughout the main 
islands of Japan, where its local name is ‘aodaisho’. This gentle snake, which 
normally reaches to between 120 and 160 cm (specimens of up to 230 cm have 
been found) is actively encouraged by the Japanese people because it devours mice 
and rats. Albino individuals (with white skin and pink eyes; in herpetological 
terms, a leucistic ‘phase’) sometimes occur, and a remarkable breeding population 
of albinos has long been naturally established near the city of Iwakuni in the 
Yamaguchi prefecture on the western tip of Honshu, d’hese are now protected by 
the government. The albino aodaisho is venerated in Shinto religion as a bringer 
of wealth and good fortune, with Shirohebi, ‘White Snake’, serving as its proper 
name. 1 he god has many shrines, of which the Hebi-ishi or ‘Snake-stone’ shrine at 
Aso in Kumamoto prefecture may be taken as an example. This small, beautifully 
situated shrine is approached between white stone pillars around which magnifi¬ 
cent dragon-like serpents coil. I’he modest shrine building houses a fine cult 
painting of the god, in which he is represented as a massive, coiling serpent 
rampant to human (or indeed divine) height, carrying a golden ball in his 
mouth. He here bears a striking resemblance to the ancient images of Zeus 
Meilichios, who had a similar concern for his petitioners’ wealth. Adjacent to 
the building is an open-air offering place, which includes stone images of the god, 
and a terrarium in which the god himsell, manifest in the form of not one but two 
albino aodaisho snakes, lives (Figs. 10.1, 10.2). In such shrines generally the priest 
will on occasion take the god from the terrarium and lay him upon the wallets of 
his grateful petitioners, thus guaranteeing their prosperity. In summer months, 
when the prevSs of petitioners can become trying for the god, he can be known to 
evacuate his cloacal glands in the process. 


India: The Nagas again 

Nagas, cobra-gods, are worshipped throughout India and in the south above all, 
wheie their temples are decorated with thousands of votive stone cobras, and 
wheie they are in receipt of elaborate festivals. A rich attendant mythology offers 
much of comparative interest for the (Iraeco-Roman dj^akon. Ikit for all the 
thousands of images of cobras to be found in Naga temples, the ritual keeping 
of actual cobias in shrines seems to be a relatively restricted activity. In 1926 Vogel 
lepoiled on a shrine in Gujarat built lor a cobra that was killed and then 
leappeared alive, with lurther attendant cobras. The cobra itself was kept in a 
chimney-like structure alongside a red-daubed stone said to resemble the hood ol 
a cobra, which was to be the principal object ol worship, d'hose who vowed to visit 
the shrine were cured of pains, not necessarily just snakebites.Naga Fancami is 
a July-August festival devoted to the Nagas in Benares (Varanasi). It is focused 


Oplor 1943, Mishiiiia ct al. 1976-7, 1977, vSchulz 1996: 9:3-8; the description of the Aso shrine is 
Iroin personal observation. 

Vogel 1926: 269-70. 




Fig. 10.1. 'Fhe offering-place and the terrarium at l lebi-ishi jinja, Aso, Kumamoto prelec- 
ture, Kyushu, Japan. Photograph (' Mr Daisuke Kinoshita. 



Fig. 10.2. Inside the terrarium at llehi-islh )inja: the god incarnate. Photogia}di 
( Mr Daisuke Kinoshita. 
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upon a deep and dark pool, which is held to connect with the underwater world of 
the Nagas, Nagaloka. Thousands bathe in the pool, and the Nagas are asked to 
confer fertility and wealth. At one point during this festival people, chiefly women, 
go out to anthills or places where Nagas are supposed to reside and make offerings 
to snakes produced by snake-charmers. These consist chiefly of milk, edibles, and 
flowers, which are dropped onto the cobras’ heads. 


CONCLUSION 

It is difficult to draw hard and fast conclusions, but I believe the following 
characterizes the lives and deployments of actual snakes in ancient sanctuaries. 
Probably any snake could be or become a sacred snake in the right context, but 
those actively cultivated as such are likely in the first instance to have been rat 
snakes, the Four-lined snake and, perhaps to a lesser extent, the Aesculapian 
snake. In some shrines the sacred snakes would have been based in a sacred grove, 
though permitted to roam freely. Their interest in retaining the grove as their 
home would have been fostered both by the conditions of the grove, its trees and 
perhaps its perimeter wall, and in particular by the maintenance of a constant 
supply of choice food attracted to the grove by the honey-cakes left there as 
ofterings. In healing sanctuaries, as evening drew on, sanctuary staff, perhaps 
often women, would come to the grove to gather up some of the snakes in baskets, 
and they would then be taken to the incubation dormitories, where, after herbal 
remedies had been applied, they would be encouraged to lick or bite the patients’ 
affected parts. It is possible that some shrines topped up their supplies of sacred 
snakes by bringing in suitable individuals found in the environs. We think here of 
the snake-collecting competitions at Cucullo. The snakes of smaller shrines 
perhaps had to spend more of their lives confined to baskets. 


Vogel 1926: 275-80, Cozad 2004: 2, No doubt Kipling had customs of this sort in mind when 
writing in his tale ‘'I’he King’s Ankus’ of White Hood, tlie ancient cobra that continues to guard the 
treasure of a long-lost Indian city, who had been fed on warm milk (1895). I thank Prof. Elizabeth 
Baynham for this reference. 
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We close our study of Greek and Roman drakontes with an inquiry into their 
relationship with those of the Christian narratives of saintly dragon-slayings ol the 
late antique and early medieval worlds.' I'his hagiographical tradition was even¬ 
tually to reach its apogee in the tale of St George’s battle against his dragon, a tale 
that has in turn done more than any other to shape notions of dragons and 
dragon-fights in the West ever since. First we shall ask whether, lor all that they 
are underpinned by a new and extraneous ideology, the early hagiographic 
dragon-fight narratives can properly be considered the direct heirs ol our pagan 
dra/cdn-fight narratives. The answer is an emphatic yes, and the justification lor 
this is their deployment, with only minor modifications, ol the stock-in-trade ol 
the symmetrical-battle motifs of pagan drakori-Cighi narratives investigated in 
Chapter 6. Given this, and given the fact that some of the hagiographical narra¬ 
tives purport to report the historical closing-down of pagan serpent cults, we can 
conclude that these narratives seized upon the pagan tradition ol narratives ol the 
slayings of bad drakontes in order to use it, most economically, as a campaign-tool 
against the good drakontes of pagan serpent cults, or at any rate against the 
general notion of them. Whilst it can be shown, unsurprisingly no doubt, that 
the Christians did historically campaign against individual pagan serpent cults, 
those featured in the hagiographical narratives turn out, when scrutinized, to be 
historicized rather than historical, and indeed the stull ol evanescent lantasy. 1 Ins 
suggests that any success such narratives enjoyed in recruiting people to theii 
cause or confirming them in it probably owed more to their positive and assimi¬ 
lating response to pagan dra/con-slaying narratives than it did to their negative 
response to actual pagan serpent cults. 


thf: biblical background 

d’he serpents to which the Old festament (which the Cireeks encounteied in the 
form of the Septuagint translation, from which we shall quote). New lestament 
and their Apocrypha give special attention are clearly aligned with evil and in 
opposition to Cod.“ I’he opening chapters ol Cienesis establish the pi ogi amine loi 


' With regret 1 have not been able to see Mayer 1890 or Rohiier 1993 on this subject. 
“ I'or list and general discussion, see I'oerster, (Irether, and l ichtner 1937: ;>71 2. 
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humanldnd’s relationships with both. Here God has forbidden man to eat the fruit 
of the tree in the centre of the Garden of Eden and told him that he will die if he 
does, but the snake (ophis), ‘the cleverest of all the beasts on the earth that the Lord 
God had made’, persuades woman to do so, telling her that it will make her 
godlike and enable her to know good from evil. And so God curses the snake and 
compels him to crawl on his belly and to eat dust forevermore, and he ordains that 
the serpent’s brood will henceforth live in a perpetual state of enmity with 
woman’s brood, mankind: ‘Man will be wary of your head, and you will be wary 
of his heel.’-^ Programmatic too are the Old 'festament’s accounts of God’s battles 
against the great chaotic sea-monsters Leviathan and Rahab (discussed in the 
Introduction). I’he names Leviathan and Rahab were, it should be noted, elimin¬ 
ated in the Septuagint’s rendering, with the monsters being defined simply by the 
terms drakon, most commonly, and then ketos and ophisf 

Ihe Septuagint’s own tiny apocryphal book Bel and the Dragon survives in 
the form of two Greek translations from a lost Aramaic original composed in 
the late second century bc. It tells a pair of tales in which Daniel deflates false 
gods worshipped by the Babylonians under the Persian king Cyrus. In the 
second tale Daniel declares that he will kill the drakon that Cyrus and his 
people worship without a knife or a staff: ‘And Daniel took pitch and fat and 
hair and boiled them until they congealed. He then made cakes (niazai) and 
gave them into the mouth of the drakon. Upon eating them the drakon burst 
open. And Daniel said, “Behold the object of your worship!” ’ The Babylonians 
accordingly throw Daniel into the famous lions’ den. The central vignette is a 
representative of a widespread folk-tale motif, often a humorous one, in which 
a hero feeds a dragon burning, molten, combustible, or simply glutinous 
materials that fight fire with fire’ and cause it to overheat (we have noted a 
similar tale of 4’zetzes in connection with the Chimaera: Ch. 2).^ But the motif 
of niazai specifically makes appeal to the well-entrenched Greek custom of 
feeding honey-barley cakes to sacred serpents (Ch. 10). And so the original 
Aiamaic text must itself have emanated from a strongly Hellenized milieu.^’ 

^ Cicnesis 2: 15-18, 3: 13-15; lor the dust d. Isaiah 65: 25, Micah 7: 17. 

Drakon lor Leviathan: Psalms 73: 13-14, 103: 25-6, Isaiah 27: 1 (drakon oplmh cf. job 7: 12, 40: 
2d- 6. Kcloi; Hr Leviathan: Job 3: 8. Drakon for Rahab: Job 9: 13, 26: 12-13. Kelos for Rahab: Job 9: 13, 
26: 12-13. Sometimes the Septuagint eliminates the Hebrew Bible’s references to these monsters 
completely, e.g. Septuagint Psalms 88: 10-1 1 (= Hebrew Bible 89: 9-10) and Septuagint Isaiah 51:9-10. 

LXX, Bel and the Dragon (1 heodotion version) ^§23-30. Por other examples of the motif see e.g. 
Alexander’s killing of a dragon near Indian Prasiake (Syriac Alexander Romance 3. 7 at Budge 1889: 

1 02-3; Syriac, 7th cent, ad); Ardeshir kills the Worm of Haftvad (Deeds of Ardesldr §§6-8 Antia / §§7-9 
( iienet, Middle Persian, 8th cent, ad); Krakus kills Smok Wawelski, the Dragon of Krakow (Wincenty 
Kadlubek (Jironica sea origi)iale regujii et prificipurn Poloniae, at Monunienta Polotnae historica 
[Bielowski 1864-93] ii. 256-7; Latin, ad 1190-1208); Assipattle kills the Stoor Worm (traditional 
Oikney tale recorded at Marwick 1974: 139-44 and Simpson 1980: 137-41, who discusses many similar 
tales too). It is curious that this motif did not find its way into Lhompson’s index: the closest we appear 
to come is S. 1 hompson 1966 y\2468.3 (‘Why dragon dies by means of fire’) and B11.21.1 (‘Dragon 
cannot be killed with weapons). It is conceivable, however, that many of the known tales to include the 
motif, including even 1 zetzes’ (diimaera tale (on Lycophron Alexatidra 17), are directly or indirectly 
derivative of the Septuagint tale. 

Ihe agreement of the two (ireek translations on the details of the cakes and indeed all else 
precludes the hypothesis (hat the Aramaic narrative lias been substantially reworked for a Hellenic 
audience only in the process of translation. 



The Birth of the Christian Dragon 


385 


Hie hagiographical dragon-fights were to offer their saints a convenient short¬ 
hand means by which to establish their religious heritage, prestige, and faith and 
of course to convert the onlookers. The most immediate theological underpinning 
for this lies in three New Testament passages. First, in Luke, Jesus tells his disciples 
‘Lo, I have given you the ability to trample on snakes (opheis) and scorpions, and 
against all the enemy’s power, and he can harm you in no way.’^ Secondly, in Acts, 
Paul is attacked by a viper (echidna) in Malta. It latches onto his hand as he is 
moving a pile of dry sticks onto a pyre. He shakes it off into the pyre and shows the 
onlookers that he suffers no inflammation or any harm from the bite, d’hey are 
amazed and proclaim him a god. In short compass the triumph of God and ol 
good over evil is demonstrated, and the onlookers converted.^ 'Fhirdly, Revelation 
prophesies, with expansive but obscurantist symbolism, St Michael’s defeat ol 
Satan embodied in the form of a great red drakon with seven heads that in turn 
sport seven crowns, and ten horns, d’he drakon initially stands poised in the 
heavens to devour the child of a female figure about to give birth, but the child 
is snatched up by God, whilst the woman flees on the wings ol an eagle to a place 
of refuge in the desert. Michael and his angels make war on the drakon and his 
angels, and the latter are cast down to earth, where the drakon continues to pursue 
the woman by belching forth waters to carry her away (a reminiscence ol 
Leviathan and Rahab), but the earth opens up to drain them. Michael eventually 
casts the Satan-dru/cu;;, ‘the ancient snake [ophisY into the abyss, sealing him into 
it for a thousand years with a key and a chain."^ 

Amongst the New 'Testament Apocrypha the (‘Infancy’) Gospel oj Thomas also 
made a significant impact on the hagiographical tradition, as we shall see. I his 
text is usually believed to have taken shape in the early second century ad. It tells 
brielly how the young Jesus was gathering firewood one day (cl. Paul in Malta) 
with his brother Jacob. Jacob was bitten on the hand by a viper (echidna), and 
came to the point of death. Jesus healed the wound instantaneously by blowing 
upon it (katephiisese), whilst the snake simultaneously burst. 


'THE SAINTLY DRAKON-SLAYl-RS OF THE EARLY 
HAGIOGRAPHICAL TRADITION 

Given the (most surprising) lack of any systematic collection ol the dragon-slaying 
narratives of the Graeco-Roman hagiographical tradition, our first task is to 
gather and summarize the principal examples. 'The following review, organized 
in chronological order of first attestation, aspires to be reasonably lull up until the 
end ol the sixth century ad. 'Therealter we shall note just a lew sti iking examples 
en route to the first appearances of the famous tales attaching to St Patrick and 


^ Luke 10; 19; cL Mark 16: 18. Lor general discussions of the terms and <4^ in the New 

reslament, see I'oerster 1933 aiul L'oerster, (irether, aiul l ichtner 19;v. 

“ Acts 28: 3-6. 

Revelation 12, 20: 1-3 (further monstrous beasts intervene). Discussion ol the comjdex symbol 
ism and its origins at Batto 1992; 171-8. Koch 2001; see also Beaude 2000. 

(ms/H’/o/77/()/;in.s- 16: 1-2 (A); text at rischendorf 1876: 1-17. 
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St George. “ No apology is offered for the expansiveness of the summaries laid out 
here: the inaccessibility of the source-texts is equalled by the charm of the tales 
they preserve, d’he earliest saintly dragon-slaying proper is the early third-century 
AD tale of Thomas, but worthy of honourable mention are two earlier narratives in 
which saints encounter dragons in dreams. 

First, in one of the curious visions of the Greek Shepherd of Hernias of c. ad 
110-50 God decides to test Mermas’ faith as he walks alone. He is made to see a 
cloud of dust rising, from which emerges, as he gets closer to it, an enormous beast 
resembling a sea-monster (kHos) charging towards him. It is a hundred feet long, 
its head resembles a pot and fiery locusts shoot forth from its mouth. Hennas 
remembers his faith and gives himself up to the beast’s onset, but it merely lies 
calmly on the ground and lets its tongue loll, so that he can just walk past it. As he 
does so he sees that it has four colours on its head, black, fire-and-blood, gold, and 
white (no doubt this is why the sea-monster’s head has been oddly compared to a 
pot). He subsequently encounters a vision of a heavenly virgin who informs him 
that because of his faith God had sent an angel called I’hegri to shut the monster’s 
mouth, and explains the symbolism of the colours to him.‘“ The obscurantist 
symbolism of the monster’s form is reminiscent of Revelation. It is striking that 
the word ketos should be applied in this way to what is ostensibly a purely land- 
based anguiform. Secondly, St Perpetua recorded a vision she had experienced in 
her prison diary in ad 203. She had seen a bronze ladder leading up to heaven, but 
at its foot lay an enormous drakon that attacked those that tried to ascend it and 
deterred them from doing so. Perpetua summoned her faith and declared that the 
drakon would not harm her in the name of Jesus Christ. At this the drakon was 
cowed, and meekly stuck its head out underneath the first rung of the ladder, for 
Perpetua to use as the first step on her way iip.'^^ The vision as a whole salutes the 
Jacob’s Ladder of Genesis, whilst Perpetua’s first step salutes the Lukan exhort¬ 
ation to trample upon serpents. 


Thomas (c. ad 220-40) 

1 he Acts of I honias is usually dated to the y\D 220s or 230s on internal evidence. 

It is normally held that the text was composed initially in Syriac, but in the highly 


As an indication ol tlic size of tlie task, at least fifty are known on tlie Latin side alone from 
between the 4th and the 12th century ad. F-or a partial but most helpful catalogue of such narratives, 
those with a bearing on the /ieovvi///dragon-fight, see Itauer 2()()(): 171-93, with discussion at 52-86 
(and a justifiable lament for the lack of a systematic and comprehensive catalogue at 52-3). Note also, 
mainly for later tales, !•:. C. Brewer 1897: 110-17, Loomis 1948: 65, 179. 

' ’ Shepherd of Herman vision 4. Lor text see Whittaker 1967; for trans. 1‘hrman 2003; for discussion 
Lipsett 2011. 

'' Martyrdom ofSS. Perpetua and helicity 4. 3-9. Lhe text, for which see Bastiaensen et al. 1987 and 
Amat 1996, survives in Latin and (ireek, with the former thought to be the original; for trans. see 
Musurillo 1972: 106-31; for discussion see Bremmer 2012 and lleffernan 2012. 

lacobs Ladder: (lenesis 28: 10-12. Clodding 2000: 145-6 rather compares the Serpent of Lden 
and the Revelation Dragon; cf 153-5 for further dream-visions of the Devil in the form of a dragon in 
late-antique literature. 

'' Bremmer 2001/;: 77 (with earlier scholarship), 2001c: 153. Lor the text, Klijn 1962. 
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Hellenizeci context of the city of Edessa (now in Eastern I'urkey), where, 
according to fourth-century ad sources, the apostle Thomas’ tomb was located.'^’ 
It tells how Thomas comes across the body of a handsome youth, whereupon he is 
confronted by a large black drakoru which beats the ground with its head and tail. 
Without threatening Thomas, the serpent (which can speak) immediately owns 
up to having killed the youth, and explains that it killed him because it found him 
fornicating with a beautiful woman with whom it had itself I'allen in love, and that 
too on the Sabbath. It confesses that it is kin with the Devil and takes responsi¬ 
bility for the corruption of Eve (identifying itself, accordingly, with the Serpent of 
Eden), the enslavement of Israel, and the crucifixion of Christ. Thomas compels 
the serpent to suck its own venom out of the young man, and so restore him to life. 
The serpent is destroyed by the venom in the process: it swells up and bursts, 
and a great chasm opens up in the earth to swallow it.'^ The coordination of the 
revivification of the serpent’s last young victim with the destruction of the serpent 
itself, and that too by bursting, is strongly reminiscent of the Gospel of I'honuis 
episode discussed above. I’he serpent’s claim that it too was in love with the 
woman is intriguing, not least when we recall (the roughly contemporary) Aelian’s 
tale of the drakon that fell in love with a woman (see Ch. 9).'^ 


Philip (mid to late fourth century ad) 

The three recensions of the apocryphal Acts of the apostle Philip and the closely 
related Martyrion of Philip (which helps us to understand what has been lost from 
the incomplete closing chapters of the Acts) preserve the richest and most expan¬ 
sive of all early hagiographical dragon-fights. d’he texts are now thought to have 
originated in the mid to late fourth century ad in a Phrygian Encratite community 
close to Phrygian Hierapolis (the modern Pamukkale), the scene of Philip’s 
martyrdom, tomb, and cult.“^^ 


Ephracni Syrus Cnrniitui Nisihcfiu 42; Kgeria li'mcrariuiu 17. 1, 19. 3; Segal 1970; 35, 66, 1716 
and Brcinmcr 20016; 74-6, the latter again with earlier scholarshijc 

Acts of'riiouujs 30-3 (third act) at Lipsius and Bonnet 1891-1903; ii. 2, j>p. 147-50. I'or h.nglish 
trails., see M. R. James 1924; 364-438 (based on the better preserved (Jreek version, albeit witli some 
attention to the Syriac). For discussion see Quasten 1949-60; i. 139 -40, Segal 1970; 166, Layton 1987; 
364, Attridge 1990, Drijvers 1998, 'Lrevijano 1992, Amsier, Bovon, and Bouvier 1996; 65-6, Bremmer 
20016; 78, Clodding 2000; 148-9 (describing 4’homas’s dragon as ‘the first llesh and blood dragon in 
the Christian tradition), Adamik 2001, and Klijn 2001; 4 (‘We have to conclude that the work was 
written in a bilingual environment’). 

AcWim Nature of Aniniiils 6. 17. 

For the reconstructed text of the Acts of Philip and the Martyriou of Philip see Amsier, Bovon, and 
Bouvier 1999; i; citations are from this edition, whicli bases its text of the Acts on a superior manuscript 
discoverered on Athos in 1974, and thereby supersedes the edition of Lipsius and Bonnet 1891-1903; 
ii. 2, pp. 36-89. Discussion of the various MSS and their relationships at Amsier, Bovon, and Bouvier 
1996; 23-5, 1999; i. pp. xiii-xxx, 1999; ii. 3-4, 20 -2. For a trails, of both Acts and Martyrion into 
F'rench, see Amsier, Bovon, and Bouvier 1996, 1999; i. For an account ol the obsolete Li}isius and 
Bonnet edition of the Acts and Martyrion in Faiglish, part summary, part elliinical trails., see 
M. R. James 1924; 439-53 and Idliot 1993; 515-18. 

Date; Amsier, Bovon, and Bouvier 1996; 14-15, 1999; ii. 431,438. Faicratite background; Amsier, 
Bovon, and Bouvier 1996; 16, 24-30, 1999; ii. 13-16, 429 31, 438-9, 469 20. See also Slater 1999; 
297-306, Rutherford 2007; 453. 


388 


The Birth of the Christian Dragon 


'rhe Acts and Martyrion tell how Jesus sends Philip against the city of the 
Ophianoi, ‘Snake-people’.“' I'he city’s name is expressed both as Ophiorhyme and 
as Opheorhymos, the former of which the Acts also uses to designate a street, 
presumably the main one, within the city, and the latter of which it etymologizes 
to mean ‘street of snakes’.““ I’he Martyrion explicitly identifies Ophiorhyme with 
Hierapolis, even linking the names together.The people there worship the 
‘Echidna |i.e. Viper], mother of snakes [opheisY^'^ and other snakes too, abasing 
themselves before idols of them.“' d’he city is approached through a region 
described as ‘the desert of she-serpents [cirakainaiY and ‘the mountain of the 
she-serpent [drakaina], mother of snakes [opheisYf^" 

In the ninth act Philip makes his way into this desert, augmented by a colourful 
team consisting of Bartholomew and Mariamne, who, as an Fincratite nun avant la 
lettre, dresses as a man,“^ and a leopard and a goat both endowed by God with 
human consciousness and speech."^ As they approach the land they meet a 
terrible drakon in the desert. It is over a hundred cubits long, fiery, and shrouded 
in a wind ol' black smoke (gnophos, gnophodes), and it is attended by a host of 
snakes and the offspring of snakes. Philip and his team sprinkle holy water into 
the air in the shape of a cross to dispel the smoke and pray to God, ‘You bedew 
every pyre and you bridle darkness and you cast the bit onto the mouth of the 
drakon, you nullified his anger. . . ’ Lightning comes down from heaven, blinds 
the dragon and the snakes that depend upon it, and pulverizes their eggs.“‘^ 

In the eleventh act, the beginning of which is lost, Philip and his team come to a 
mass ol rocks under which live fifty demon-snakes (dairnones, opheis) and a 
drakon that presides over them. His very approach compels them to speak out 


Acis of Philip 8.15 (G). See Amsler, Ikwon, and Bouvier 1996: 178, 1999: i. 310, ii. 296-9 for a 
comparison of the mission to that upon which (dirist sends John against the temple ol Artemis in 
l-pliesiis at Ads of lohn 18. 37-45. 

Ophiorhyme: Acts oj Philip 14. 2 (A) (t;/ rr} KuAou/tA^/ ct. Acts ol the Apostles 

9:11, ‘the street lpu/ir/| called Straight’), Morlyrion 2 (A), 7 (V), 24 (V), 42 (V). Opheorhymos, 
TTifUTKiTiK Ton' ofion'-. Acts of Philip 8. 4 (G). Amsler, Bovon, and Bouvier 1999: ii. 297, 522-4 make 
various attempts to analyse the name Ophiorhyme. It might also be construed to signify 'snake attack’, 
given that ‘rush’ or ‘charge’ is the primary meaning of rhyme and tlie assertion at Shepherd of Hennas 
vision 4 that its creature came on with such a rush (oi7toj i'lfiyero to (hjpioi’ funCf Amsler, Bovon, 
and Bouvier 1996: 66, 1999: ii. 330-2 hold that the Acts of Philip was inlluenced by the Shepherd of 
Hernias at least in its description of the desert dragon, witli its smoky cloud. 

Martyrion of Philip 2 (A), 7 (V), 24 (V), 42 (V). For the identification of Philip’s 1 lierapolis with 
the lamous Phrygian Hierapolis, see Weber 1910: 203-4, Amsler, Bovon, and Bouvier 1996: 69-72, 
1999: i. 244, ii. 17-20, 374, 520-45, Rutherford 2007: 453-4. 

Acts of Philip 8. 4 (G): rfi fnirpl tiov ofeon' rfj c'xLhyrj. 

Martyrion of Philip 1 (V): h< rotv iraAnidji' ypomor ccpeir aiJToiK rove dfcic i«ii rijv cxihvdv-, (nv icai 

ciKoi'nc CTrjcdi'TCc TrpoccKVi'otn'. 

' Acts of Philip 8.1 6 (V) (t?'/!' epr//ioi' T(oi‘ 6()<iK<iLi'd)u), 8.17 (V) (too dpoxK rr/c 6fuii<al\np jLt.7/T/)oc tCov 
orfton'). 

For Mariamne’s retraction ol the lincratites, who abominated all aspects of the female, see Acts of 
Philip 8. 4 (G) with Amsler, Bovon, and Bouvier 1996: 178, 1999: ii. 312-17. 

For the initial encounter with the leopard and the goat, in which the former had attempted to eat 
the latter, see Acts of Philip 8. 16-21 (V); cf. Isaiah 11: 6: ‘the leopard will lie down with the kid’. 
Discussion of these animal characters and their millenarian significance at Amsler, Bovon, and Bouvier 
1996: 55 62, 1999: ii. 300-5. 

Acts of Philips (V). 
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and confess their nature and origin, on the model of an exorcism, and their origin 
is, oddly, in the serpents created by Pharaoh’s sorcerers from their staffs, which 
were gobbled up by the serpent Moses created from his own staff in Exodus. Philip 
forces them out from underneath the rocks by invoking the name of Jesus, again 
in the fashion of an exorcism, and when they emerge they are found to be sixty 
cubits long each, with heads of ten cubits. I'hey then call forth their master 
drakori, who turns out to be one hundred cubits long. He is as black as soot, 
though also resembling fire. His head resembles the pinnacle of a mountain, and 
he has a beard of twenty cubits. He spits fire and spews out venom in a raging 
torrent. This drakon identifies himself with Satan and his acts and explains that 
his nature and that of his fellow demon-snakes is misty and dark {zopheros, 
gnophodes), that their father is Darkness (Skotos) and their mother Blackness 
(Melania): this blackness is appropriate to fiei-y dragons and indeed to demons 
alike. He addresses Philip as a ‘son of thunder’ and asks him why he is so keen to 
destroy him, like the drakon in the desert (thereby saluting the doublet relation¬ 
ship between the two episodes). He begs Philip to spare them and offers to build 
him a church on the spot within six days. Philip consents and transforms the 
serpents into human shape so that they can do the work. I’heir humanized forms 
continue to exhibit their blackness, amongst other characteristics, whilst the 
drakon himself is now described as blacker than an Ethiopian. When they have 
completed the church, collecting fifty columns (one each, no doubt) for the task, 
they disappear to a place where Philip will never see them again. 

In the thirteenth act the team arrives at the city, where they find in advance 
of the gate seven of the citizens, each of whom carries a prophetic snake (ophis) 
upon his shoulder, 'fhey test visitors by releasing their snakes against them: il 
the serpent declines to bite the visitor, this shows that they share in their 
abomination, and are acceptable; but if the snake does bite the visitor, this 
reveals him to be an enemy and he is not allowed past. However, bel’ore Philip 
their snakes bow their heads and bite their own tongues; the party is taken lor 
Lxhidna-worshippers and allowed through, 'fhis seems broadly reminiscent ol 
the traditions of the Psylli and their legitimacy test, and also of the test to 
which the Ophiogenes Ehiagon was subject (Ch. 5). 1’he team then laces a 
further trial at the gate itself: this is guarded by two further drakonieSy one on 
each side. I’hese are in the habit of blinding unwelcome visitors by blowing 
into their eyes. Philip embarks upon a staring competition with them, and they 
see the ray of light of the monad that shines in his eyes. After an hour, they 
turn their heads away and die.'^‘ 


Acts of Philip 11 (A). 'I’he slafl's of Moses and Pharaoli’s magicians: i^xodus -i: 3 A, 7: 9 12, 7. I 
I'or the traditional blackness and smokiness ot demons in the (ireek world see Lucian Pliiiopsinihs H'>, 
30-1, Pausanias 6. 6. 7-11. PGM VII. 348-58; cf. Winkler 1980. Note also the demon that manilests 
itself in the form o! an Egyptian in the medieval tale of St Narcissus, discussed below. 

" Ads of Philip 13. 1-3 (A). As we have seen (Ch. 6), Aelian Nnlurc ofAninuils 0. 38 knew ol Libyan 
asps that could blind by breath alone. Closer to 1 lierapolis, [Aristotle) Mirahilui 8 l:-»aI7 - I heophiaslus 
7 T€[)i ()(LK€T<ui> 1'6 (at )act]ues 2002: 276) tells of a white bear of the adjacent Mysia that blasts a flame liom 
its mouth to blind its hunters and their dogs. 'I'he attemj4s of Amsler, Bovon, and Bouvier 1999; ii. 37:') 6 
to find behind this gate guarded by drokotites a I lierapolitan ‘gate of (iybele are un}>ersuasive. 
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Once inside the city Philip and his aides preach against the Serpent of Eden, ‘the 
snake, the wicked drakon, the instigator of destruction and death for the soul’.^^ 
They establish themselves in an abandoned medical dispensary (iatreion), where 
they set up a clinic for the bodies and souls alike of the Ophianoi.'^'^ Amongst other 
healing miracles, Philip cures the eyes of Stachys, chief priest of the Echidna, who 
had been blinded forty years before by liquid from serpent eggs, and he does so by 
rubbing the saliva of the virgin Mariamne into his eyes. Stachys is con verted. 
Mariamne herself cures Nicanora of the long-standing pain of serpent bites (since 
she is an outsider by birth, a Syrian, the creatures have allowed her no immunity), 
and converts her too. Nicanora is the wife of the proconsul that rules the city, 
'fyrannognophos, ‘Tyrant of Darkness’. She now accordingly refuses to have sex 
with him, and so he has Philip and his team imprisoned in the Echidna’s 
sanctuary, stripped, and tortured as sorcerers, with Philip himself being sus¬ 
pended upside down.'^^ Philip utters a Hebrew spell, whereupon, ‘And lo the 
abyss was suddenly opened up, and there was swallowed into the hole the place in 
which the proconsul was sitting, and the entire temple, and the Echidna which 
they worshipped, and many crowds and the priests of the Echidna, some 7,000 
men, not counting the women and the children. But the place where the apostles 
remained was unshaken. And the proconsul was swallowed down into the 
abyss.Jesus, manifest, gently rebukes Philip for his wrathfulness, before restor¬ 
ing all to the surface (the people duly repent), save for the proconsul, the priests, 
and the Echidna herself.^^ Philip eventually dies from his sufferings'^^ and a chapel 
is built at the site of his martyrdom. 

1 his is a confusing and repetitive narrative sequence, but it is at any rate clear 
that the three super-drakontes, the desert drakon, the drakon of the rocks, and the 
worshipped Echidna, are in part identified with each other and in part are 


Mcu tyi iofi oj Philip 3 6 (V): o o<f>tc o nom^poc 6 pdKC 0 v d apycKUKoc udfirjv (iTTOjXciac k(u (favdrov rf] 
'hxfh CJcncsis 3; 1-7. See Anisler, Bovon, and Bouvier 1996: 64-5 for tlie more general reflection of 
biblical dragons in the Philip material, including Leviathan, Behemoth, and the dragon of the 
Apocalypse. 

Aits oJ Philip 13.4 (A). Perhaps this anticipates a healing cult subsequently established at 
Hieiapolis in connection with Philip. 1 he archaeological remains of a grand martyrium-mausoleum 
of the late 4th or 5th century ao survive at I lierapolis. In dei'ault of associated epigraphy, it is assumed 
that it coveis Philips tomb. It has been suggested that it also offered shelter to pilgrims performing 
healing incubations. See Amsler, Bovon, and Bouvier 1996; 78-80, 1999: ii. 540-2, 545, both with 
ground-plan. 

Alts of Philip 14. 2, 7 (A) (the latter text damaged), Martyrion oj Philip 22 (A). I'or Amsler, 
Bovon, and Bouvier 1996: 209 n. 46, 1999: ii. 396-402 Stachys, as the chief priest of the Hchidna, whom 
they identify with Cybele, must accordingly be the chief of her eunuch priests, the (ialli—this despite 
the fact that he has sons! 

Martyrion of Philip = 7-23 (V). ‘4'yrannognophos’; Acts of Philip 15. 1, 6-7 (A), Martyrion of 
P/////P 14-17, 27-8, 32 (V). 

Martyrion of Philip 26-8 (V). We meet another female drakon already in the underworld at Acts 
of Philip 1. 5 (A). 'Phis ‘woman whose appearance resembled a drakon has hands that send forth 
flickering tongues resembling those of asps and drives souls of the mockers of the faithful towards a 
fiery chasm with a fiery whij). As an instrument of Satan (again) the figure at once urges the souls on to 
their sin and at the same time punishes them for it. 

Martyrion of Philip 28-32 (V). 

Martyrion of Philip 39 {V). Martyrion of Philip 36 i V). 
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doublets of each other. All are, furthermore, clearly identified with the Serpent 
of Fklen, itself defined as a drakcm:^^ 

We are subsequently given a second, briefer account of Philip’s encounter with 
a single dragon in Scythia in the sixth-century ad Historia apostolica pseudonym- 
OLisly ascribed to Abdias. After preaching in Scythia for twenty-two years, Philip is 
arrested, brought before a statue of Mars, and compelled to make sacrifice, but in 
the meantime a huge draco emerges from underneath the base of the statue and 
bites and kills the son of the priest looking after the sacrificial fire together with 
two tribunes. And all present are brought to death’s door by its noxious breath. 
Philip tells them that the dead can be resuscitated and that they can all recover 
their health if they cast down the statue and replace it with a cross, 'fhey agree, and 
Philip orders the draco to leave for the wilderness and live apart from men in the 
name of Jesus Christ, which it does at speed. Philip restores the dead to life and the 
sick to health, and he himself is now worshipped as a god. ‘“ 


Silvester (late fourth century ad) 

In his letter to his wife, written c. ad 207, 'fertullian mysteriously associates the 
Vestals with a draco. He makes light of a Christian woman’s sacrifice in remaining 
celibate after widowhood, since even pagans, he notes, can manage it in the service 
of their own Satan: ‘For at Rome, the women that deal with that apparently 
inextinguishable fire and tend omens of their own punishment and that serpent 
[draco] too, are appointed on the basis of virginity.’*'^ In the late fourth or early 
fifth century ad Paulinus of Nola was to write scathingly on the same phenom¬ 
enon in a poem of satirical invective: ‘I hear that those who are called the virgins of 
Vesta carry meals for a draco every five years. However, this draco either does not 
exist or if it does exist it is the Devil himself, that former hostile tempter of the 
human race, and they worship him, who now trembles weakly before the name 
of Christ and confesses all his deeds.'I'he dragon that Paulinus felt able to 
overcome by argument and faith, others, writing around the same time, preferred 
to overcome in narrative. 

I’he historical St Silvester was a prodigious nonentity. Despite becoming Pope 
in AD 314, a mere year after the Fdict of Milan, and enjoying twenty-one long 
years in office under Constantine, whom he predeceased by two years, he con¬ 
trived to leave no impact on the historical record proper other than the dates of his 
tenure. 'The hagiographical Silvester, however, is a more satisfactorily robust 


Discussion al Anisler, liovon, and ItouvicT 1999: ii. 326-8, 343—1. 

■'* l‘or llic biblical resonances see esp. Mortyrioii of Philip 3 (V), with Anisler, bovon, and boiiviei 
1996: 61 -2, 61-5 and lUilbertord 2007: 434. l or the sequences as tloublels: Anisler, Bovon, and Bouviei 
1996:63. 

[Abdias] Hi^torin aposlolica at babricius 1719: ii. 402-742, pp. 738-40. 1 he niotil ot the revivili 
cation ol the dead is also found in the version ot the Philip story recounted by facobus de \ oiay,ine, 
iioldcj] Legend no. 63 (12th cent. ai>), lor text of which see (Iraesse 1830. 

” rertullian Ad uxoreni 1. 6. 3: Ronuie qiiideni ifitne iyni> illins ine.\tinyuihili> itndyinein Iniitnul, 
aiispiciii poetiae sinie euni ipso drneone euninles, de uiryiniiate censentur. (4. Pohlkanip 1983: 14 \ \ 
" Paulinus of Nola Carmen ultimuni 3. 143-8 - CSHL 30, 334 3; text reproduced also at Pohlkanqi 
1983: 14-13. 
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figure, presiding, inter alia, over the emperor’s conversion, with all that that 
entailed, and over the defeat of the Vestals’ dragon. A first recension of the 
Latin Acts oJ Silvester, ‘A (1)’, known as the Actus Silvestri, was composed at 
some point in the late fourth century, whilst a second recension, ‘B (1)’, known as 
the Vita Silvestri, was composed at the turn of the fifth and sixth centuries. '^ 
According to the A (1) recension the Roman people are imperilled by the breath of 
an angry draco that lives at the bottom of a descent. The Vestal Virgins had 
formerly taken wheat cakes down to it every Kalends, but since the city has 
accepted Christian law, the dragon has been given nothing and is now showing 
its displeasure. 1’he pagan priests make appeal to Constantine to allow them to 
feed it again, for the sake of the citizens’ health.’^' The B (I) recension tells that the 
draco in question lives in the 'farpeian hill beneath the Capitol. It had been fed by 
mages and ‘profane virgins’ (they are not explicitly identified as Vestals), who had 
descended on a monthly basis down 365 steps, as if to Hell, to give the dragon 
propitiatory offerings, 'fhe dragon now unexpectedly rises up to the top of its hole 
and corrupts the air with its breath, which results in the deaths of many, children 
in particular, the pagans challenge Silvester to prevent the dragon from killing 
people in the name of his God and Christ so that they may believe in them. 
Silvester duly ordains a three-day fast and prayer-session for the faithful with a 
view to bringing an end to the pestilence. On the third day he experiences a vision 
of the apostle Peter, who gives him instructions. Following these, he prays with 
chosen presbyters and deacons before the entrance to the dragon’s lair. They then 
make their descent, undeterred by the warnings of the pagans with them, and find 
bronze doors with rings at the bottom. Hiese Silvester binds shut with a chain and 
lock brought for the purpose, invoking the names of Jesus and of Peter, and he 
then buries the key. As the years pass and there is no recurrence of the afflicting 
bieath, the dragon s former servants prostrate themselves before Silvester and 
come to Christ. If Silvester s method of dealing with the dragon of Rome seems 
in some ways underwhelming, it draws its force from the appeal it makes to St 
Michael s similar sealing of the Revelation dragon into the abyss with lock and 
chain.’” 

In the recension of the Acts of Silvester reproduced by Mombritius Silvester 
lather binds the dragon s mouth shut, whilst in the tale supplied by the seventh- 
century Aldhelm in both the prose and poetic versions of his De virginitate, the 


'' So l>ohlkainp 1983: 3. 10-20, 31-44, Pailler 1997: 539-68 and Canclla 2006: 34-46. Before 
Pohlkanip’s careful work on the tradition and its recensions a range of different origin-dates was 
proposed: Duchesne 1897: 30-6 (5th-6th cent, ad), Loenertz 1975 (mid 5th cent, ad), I.eclerq 1948: 
2683-5 (late 5th cent. ad). 

Acliis Silvesiri = recension A (1), text reproduced at Pohlkamp 1983: 1 1. 

Vita Silvcslri = recension lUl)at Duchesne 1897:31-2. Pohlkamp’s trailed critical edition of the 
Acts has, alas, never appeared; cl. Canella 2006: pp. xv-xix. P’or discussion of the episode, see Pohlkamp 
1977-99, 1983, (iodding 2000: 151, MacMullen 2003: 477. The central argument of Duchesne 1897 is 
rendered obsolete by the tact that the Vesta variant is after all to he iound in MS tradition of the Actus 
Silvestri. I'or the Acts of Silvester more generally, see now the impressive Canella 2006, who, however, is 
more concerned with the text’s theological content and has little to say of our serpent (cf. 11). 

Revelation 20: 1 -3. 
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saint encloses the dragon’s neck in a tight collar.*'^ Either way, the dragon’s 
flames and its pestilential breath are appropriately confined within its own 
body. A ninth-century ad inscription in the church of S. Maria Maggiore in 
Rome continues to explain a vignette in a fresco now lost, the earliest known 
illustration of the episode: ‘This is where St Silvester binds the draco by the 
moLith.’-'’^^ 

Silvester had to compete from an early stage for the credit of having overcome 
the Dragon of Rome, and not only with those who, like Paulinus of Nola, believed 
the dragon had never existed in the first place. An anonymous Latin text written in 
Africa in the fifth century ad, De proniissionibus, tells again of a dragon hidden at 
the bottom of a deep dark cave in Rome. 'Phis dragon was a mechanical one with 
gemstone eyes and a sword projecting from its mouth to serve as its tongue. 
Virgins would be sent down the stairs to it each year, carrying offerings for it, as 
they believed, but it was they themselves that were the offering: as they descended 
they would impale themselves on the sword in the dark. In the age of Stilicho (the 
turn of the fourth and fifth centuries, therefore) a monk, otherwise unidentilied, 
felt his way carefully down the stairs and was able to smash the device up without 
impaling himself/’^ 

A ninth-century ad life of (the sixth-century) Gildas credits rather its own 
saint with the defeat of the dragon, though it relocates the main action outside 
the city. Gildas, we are told, heard that the Roman citizens were gravely ill, 
and that many had died because of the pestilential breath (flatus) ot a draco 
that was lurking in a cave in some mountain. At daybreak Gildas secretly lelt his 
lodgings and climbed the mountain, staff in hand, C’oming to the mouth 
of the cave he saw the dragon and commanded it to die immediately in 
the name of Jesus Ghrist. It obligingly dropped dead and the Romans were 
delivered of their pestilence.An eleventh-century life of Ciildas was 
subsequently to relocate this saint’s dragon, more conservatively, back beneath 
the Tarpeian rock. 

The twelfth-century Mirabilia iirbis Roniae in some coniusion identilies 
the cavern of the dragon associated with the Vestals with the Lacus (Airtius, 
adjacent to the temple of Vesta. A certain noble soldier, the Mirabilia ex[)lains, 
followed an oracle of the gods and threw himself into the hole to stop the liimes 
belching forth, with the result that the hole duly closed up alter him. But 
the vignette of a hole in the earth closing up at any rate accords well with 
the fates of Thomas’s dragon and Philip’s ITdiidna. ’'^ 1’he first three tales heie 
all share the motif of the dragon’s eventual confinement, dead or alive, beneath 
the earth. 


Acts of Silvester at Monibrilius I9l(): ii. 329; Aldhcliii De vir\iinitiite yocuc version at Iduvakl 
1919: 376 lines 343-36 and prose version at Ivhwald 1919: 237 -8. 

Ubi sdiictus Silvester ore liiiot ilroconeni. (4. Wilpert 1916: 333; I’ohlkainp 1983: 49. 

De prooiissiotiihus, PL 31, p. 833; cl. Polilkanip 1983: 16. 

'’*• Vita i S. Gililae at Mill I Auctores Antiquissinii 13. I, 93. 

Vita ii S. Ciildae at (iatalo^us 1889-92: ii. 184; cl. Rauer 2000: 179. 

Mirabilia arbis Roaiaaae 24 at Valentini and /.uchetti 1946 (text also at Duchesne 1897: I l6 

and Pohlkainp 1983: 66-7 n. 6I). h'or the original version of the l.aciis Curtins myth see l.ivy 7. 6. 
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Hilarion (ad 396 or before) 


Jerome composed his Latin Life oj St Hilarion at some point before ad 396. He 
tells, briefly, how the fourth-century ad Hilarion was lodging in Epidaurus in 
Dalmatia, when his sleep was disturbed by a massive draco that was laying waste 
to the entire province, inhaling by the power of its breath not only the flocks and 
the herds, but also the farmers and shepherds. The draco belonged to the variety 
known as boa precisely because they were so large that they devoured oxen 
iboves). Hilarion had a pyre prepared, prayed to Christ, summoned the draco, 
commanded it to mount the pile of wood, and set fire to it, with the local people 
looking on. Jerome notes that the tale was still told throughout Epidaurus in his 
own day: mothers told it to their children so that it would be handed down to 
posterity. ’"' Much as the central vignette of the Silvester tale salutes Revelation, the 
central vignette of the Hilarion tale may salute Acts, where Paul shakes the viper 
from his hand into a pyre.^^’ 1’he seventh-century Aldhelm’s versions of the tale 
follow closely along the same lines. He applies quite a variety of terms to the 
creature: draco, boa, gypsa, chelydrus, basiliscus, and gives us the additional infor¬ 
mation that the creature had a black throat from which it delivered pestilential 
blasts. 


Bartholomew’s vision of Beliar (4th century ad?) 

I he Questions oj Bartholomew, extant in recensions in its original Greek, in Latin, 
and Slavonic, is probably to be identified with the Gospel of Bartholomew men¬ 
tioned by Jerome, and if so must have originated in or before the fourth century 
AD. I he fourth book of this text recounts a series of eschatological questions posed 
by Bartholomew to the resurrected Jesus. In response to his request to see the 
enemy of mankind, Jesus opens the earth with a quake and reveals Satan in the 
form of Beliar, the drakon of the abyss’. This massive, one-winged creature has a 
face that consists of a fiery thunderbolt, whilst malodorous smoke emanates 
from his nostrils. Beliar claims to have been fashioned by God from a handful 
of fire. (Ihe term for handful’ is drax, with root drak-; there is evidently an 
attempt to folk-etymologize the term drakon here.) This reflex of the Revelation 
Dragon is escorted forth, under Michael’s supervision, by 660 angels, whilst 
bound in fiery chains. Ihe fight against Beliar and the victory over him have 
already been achieved, hollowing the Lukan exhortation to trample on serpents, 
Jesus invites the terrified Bartholomew to tread on Beliar’s neck. The terrified 
Bartholomew asks Jesus for the hem of his garment, seemingly to protect him in 
some way as he approaches the dragon, though Jesus refuses it. Treading on 


Jerome Life oj St. I Jilarioti the Llerniit 39, PI. 23, 50. For the text see now Leclerc, Morales, and de 
Vogiie 2007. 

Acts 28: 3-6. 

Aldhelm De vir^initate poetic version at Idiwald 1919: 387 lines 808-11, prose version at J-hwald 
1919: 266-7. 
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Beliar’s neck nonetheless, Bartholomew compels him to make revelations, even¬ 
tually sending him back to Hell when done/’^ 


Ammon (late fourth-early fifth century ad) 

Tyrannius Rufmus of Aqiiileia (d. ad 410) tells in Latin how the late fourth-century 
AD Egyptian desert-hermit Ammon is approached by the local population to deal 
with a ravaging dragon (draco), 'fhe locals bring with them a shepherd’s son whose 
body has been caused to swell up by the dragon’s breath alone. Ammon restores the 
boy’s health by anointing him with oil, before taking himself off to the dragon’s 
cave, kneeling before it and praying. I’he dragon rushes to the attack, blasting loul 
air, hissing and screeching, but Ammon’s prayers burst the dragon open in tlie 
middle, and it belches forth its venom. The corpse in turn gives rise to an unbear¬ 
able stench, which the locals deal with by heaping sand over it. Once again we note 
the coordination of the revivification of a boy with the defeat of a dragon, as in the 
tales of the infant Jesus and ^I'homas and the Historia apostolica version of the 
Philip tale. Rufinus precedes his tale of Ammon’s deed with a narrative of another, 
abortive dragon-fight. A mixed group ol (Christian brothers and the faithless comes 
across the trail of a massive draco in the desert. I’he brothers are eager to follow the 
trail and, by way of demonstration for the faithless, destroy the dragon by the power 
of their faith, as they hewe done other snakes, buoyed up by the Lukan exhortation 
to trample upon serpents. The faithless, in their terror, beg the brothers not to do 
this, but one of the brothers in his eagerness runs off and soon finds the dragon’s 
cave, whereupon he calls to the rest to come and watch him destroy it. However, 
they are then joined by another brother, who advises the faithless not to go and 
watch, because they would not be able to endure the sight of the creature, especially 
as they are not used to such things. He has seen it himself, and it is at least fifteen 
cubits long. He also dissuades the keen brother from continuing with the destruc¬ 
tion of the dragon, and brings him back to join the group.What is striking, given 
this text’s relative earliness in the tradition of hagiographical dragon-fights, is the 
extent to which the Christian slaying of dragons by faith is presented as a well- 
established, familiar, almost recreational activity. 7’his iiidicates the extent of the 
pre-fifth-century dragon-slaying literature that has been lost to us. 


Donatus (440s ad) 

Sozomen wrote his Greek Ecclesiastical History in the 440s ad. Here, in brief compass, 
he tells of the destruction of a drakon at Chamaegephyrae in Epirus by Donatus the 
bishop of Euroea during the reign of CJratian (r. 375-83 ad). This dragon, like 
Hilarion’s, snatches up sheep, goats, oxen, and humans. Donatus approaches the 


Qucstioni; of liartholonicw 4. 7-60 (piiysical description of Ik'Iiar at ^§12 13; trampling on neck at 
§§15, 17, 22; hem of Jesus’garment at §§18-20; handful of lire at §28;6/>(h,-/;rat §16; return to Nell 
at §60). Dating the text: Jerome Conunculnry on Molllicw, Prof; cf. (^Hasten 1919-60: i. 127. 

4’yrannius Rulinus of Aquileia Historia Moiiachonioi in Acyypto 8 (Ammonas), /V. 21, 120 2; for 
the text and discussion see I'estugiere 1961, 1964. I he l.ukan exhortation: Luke 10: 19. 
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creature unarmed. When it raises his head to attack him lie makes the sign of the cross 
in the air before its face and spits into its mouth, killing it instantly. The locals need 
eight yoke-pair of oxen to drag the carcass out of harm’s way, so that they can burn it 
before it befouls the air by rotting and renders it pestilential.^’^^ 


Victoria (fifth or sixth centuiy ad) 

'fhe fifth- or sixth-century Latin Passion of St Victoria tells how an evil draco is 
killing the people of Tribulanum (in Italy) and their cattle alike with the blasts of 
its evil breath (flatus). I'he inhabitants are abandoning town. Victoria, who is 
living nearby in exile from Rome, tells Tribulanum’s kindly mayor, Domicianus, 
that the city will be delivered of the dragon if he and his people abandon the 
worship of idols. Domicianus in return promises to make the entire city Christian 
if Victoria will dispose of the dragon. Those that have abandoned the city in fear 
return to it to watch Victoria at work. After prayer and the reassurance of secret 
support from an angel, Victoria presents herself at the mouth of the dragon’s cave 
at dawn, loudly orders it out in the name of Jesus, again in the fashion of an 
exorcism, and sends it off into the wilderness where no men live or have interests. 
I he dragon speeds off as if being thrashed by whips. No hint of its smell remains, 
nor any visible trace of it. She then summons the local virgins and with them 
founds a nunnery in the vacated cave.^‘ The seventh-century Aldhelm’s accounts 
follow the lines of the Passion closely, and again the same five terms are applied to 
the dragon as to Hilarion’s creature. Particular emphasis is laid upon the fieriness 
of the dragon’s corrupting breath, and its propensity to kill children. And here the 
townspeople are more specifically bound to abandon their Lupercalias and pro¬ 
miscuous sex.^’“ I’he Victoria tales make an interesting counterpoint to the 
Silvester tales. In both cases the dragons lurk in caves or cave-like places and in 
both cavses these caves are frequented by troupes of virgin priestesses. In the 
Silvester tales these are the pagan attendants of the dragon; in the Victoria tales 
these are the Christian nuns that usurp the dragon’s lodgings. 


Marcelius of Paris and Hilary of Poitiers (sixth century ad) 

Venantius Lortunatus, Bishop of Poitiers, composed his Latin life of St Marcelius 
of Paris in the third quarter of the sixth century ad. He tells how, after the 
profitless funeral of a high-born adulteress, an enormous draco, identified with 
the Devil that had first led her into temptation, began to visit her tomb to devour 


So/.onicn licclcsidsliail History 7. 26. 1-4 at liidez and Hansen 1960: 341 and PC, 67. 2, 
1497 1300. 1 he same tale is recycled more hrielly and without any additional content in the 6th or 
7th century ao Isidore ol Seville’s Chronicle 107 iitriiconeiii ingentcin), at MCI I Auctorcs antiquissinii 
xi. 2 p. 470 (Mommsen) and PI. 83, 1031. Mere Donatus’ floruit is coordinated rather with the reigns of 
Arcadius (r. 383-408) and llonorius (r. 393-423). 

'I'ltc Ihission of St Victoria M Delehaye el al. 1883: 158-9. 

Aldhelm Ih’ viryifiitate poetic version at hhwald 1919: 430-1, lines 2383-413, and prose version 
al hhwald 1919: 308-9. Discussion at Sorrell 1994: 60-8. 
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her body and, in due course, itself became a metaphorical tomb to her. One day, 
after it bad burst loudly out of her tomb proper, the serpent was confronted by 
Marcellus. He prayed, whereupon the serpent begged for forgiveness, inclining its 
head and making blandishing gestures with its tail. But Marcellus struck it on tlie 
head three times with his crosier, put bis handkerchief around its neck to make a 
sort of short leash for it, and dragged it out in plain view before an assembled 
throng of locals. (It is noteworthy here that the Latin versions of the Questions 
of Bartholomew make the hem of Jesus’ robe for which Bartholomew asks in 
protection against the dragon Beliar into a handkerchief.)^’'^ He then paraded the 
beast around for three miles before commanding it to go off and live in the desert 
or plunge into the sea. It was never seen again.1’his tale seems to come close 
to the ancient notion that serpents could be born out of the bodies ol' the dead 
(Ch. 7). In his Life of Hilary Venantius also tells how St Hilary of Poitiers rendered 
the snake-infested island of Gallinaria (the modern Gallinara, near Andora) 
habitable. As he disembarked onto it the snakes lied before him in terror at the 
very sight of him. He then planted his crosier in the earth, thus confining the 
snakes to that part of the island beyond it.^’-’ 


Andrew (late sixth century ad) 

In his late sixth-century Latin Life of Andrew Gregory of'fours tells how the 
apostle Andrew is appealed to by a woman to come and deal with a lifty-cuhit- 
long serpent (serpens) laying waste to the local part of Macedonia. As Andrew 
approaches the beast charges, rampant, at him, hut he simply commands it to die, 
in words that identify it with the Serpent of Hden. It accordingly roars, coils 
around a tree, and dies indeed, vomiting out a stream of venom. But Andrew then 
comes across the body ol a hoy the dragon had killed, with his parents weeping 
over him. At Andrew’s direction a female adherent approaches the body and tells 
the boy to rise up unharmed in the name of )esus, which he duly does.^’^’ 'fhis tale 
clearly has much in common with the infant-lesiis tale, the 'fhomas tale, the 


Quc^lio}is oj Bartholomew A. 18-20 (Latin). 

Vejianlius I'ortunatus Vita S. Marcctli Pariensis cpi^copi 10, Mi HI Aactorcs aiitiipii^simi iv. 2, 

4 = PI. 88, 547-50. I'hc miracle is reterred to also by (Iregory oi roiirs, Gloria cotifc^^iorum 87, at Mill I 
Scriptorcs rcratu Mcrovifii^icaram i. 2 p. 804. Discussion at LeCiotf 1080: 155 88 (very rich), Pohlkamp 
1983: 47-8, Sorrell 1994: 64-7, Clodding 2000: 151. As to the notion that the Devil should devour the 
llesh of his own in the torni of a serpent, cl. The early 6th-century ad Life of Gacsioias of .Arles by 
(lyprian of Toulon et al. (9, at MGfl Seriptorcs PeratJi Meroviiii^iearam iii. p. 460), where we are toLl 
that when (laesarius fled the monastery of Lerins and turned to j>rotane studies, he fell asleep with a 
book and dreamed that a serpent was winding around and devouring the arm in which he was holding 
the volume. 

Venantius Lortunatus Vita S’, llilarii 35 9, Mi ill Aaetores aiitiipiissijai iv. 2, 5. 

(iregory ol'Tours Life of Amlrew 19. MilU Seriptores reram Merovia^iearaf}i i. 2. 821 46 at 827 
Prieur 1989: 564-651 at 613. l or discussion see Prieur 1989, 1995, bremmer 2000. I he tale was 
recycled almost immediately into the ps.-Abdian llistoria apostoliea: jAbdias] lli^toria apostoliia al 
l abricius 1719: ii. 402 -742, pp. 483 4. 
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Ammon tale, and the Historia apostolica version of the Philip tale, in all of which a 
boy recently killed (or all but killed) by the serpent is revivified/’"' 


Caluppan (late sixth century ad) 

In his Book of the Life of the FatherSy composed over the decade leading up to ad 
592 Gregory of Tours recounts a dragon adventure for the sixth-century 
St Caluppan of Auvergne too. Caluppan made for himself a hermit’s cell and 
chapel in an inaccessible cleft in the rock near Cantal. As he attempted to pray 
there serpents would throw themselves down upon his head and wrap themselves 
around his neck at the instigation of the Devil, though they held no terror for him. 
However, one day, two massive ciracones entered his chapel, the first of them 
rearing up and thrusting its face into the saint’s. Caluppan was frozen in terror, 
but eventually, by making a silent inward prayer, was able to liberate his right 
hand sufficiently to make the sign of the cross in the air before his own face and 
then again before the serpent’s, and his voice sufficiently to command the serpent, 
which he compared to the Serpent of Eden and other biblical snakes, to abase itself 
before the sign and depart, which it duly did. But he now found that the second 
serpent had in the meantime wrapped itself around his legs. This serpent too he 
addressed as Satan and ordered out of his cell in the name of Jesus. It likewise 
departed, but as it went it paused on the threshold of the little chamber and 
emitted a loud noise through its lower part, and filled the room up with such a 
stench, that it could be believed to be nothing other than the Devil’. But after that 
day Caluppan was plagued by no more snakes or dragons. This tale in some ways 
inverts the central vignette of the Victoria narrative; whereas she had ousted a 
dragon from its cave, here the dragons attempt to evict Caluppan from his.^’‘^ 


Florentius (593 ad) 

In his Dialogues of 593 ad Gregory the Great briefly tells how St Florentius, abbot 
of Valcastoria some half a century previously, had been approached by a visiting 
deacon in his cell. As the deacon came close he saw that the whole place around 
was full of snakes. He begged Florentius to make a prayer, which he duly did, 
raising his eyes and his hands to Cod and asking him to remove the plague of 
snakes. As he spoke, all the snakes were killed by thunder (presumably, more 
specifically, by a thunderbolt). Florentius then asked God who was to remove all 


I’or lurther hagiograpiiical dragon-slaying tales in whicli a victim is revivified, see Vita 
.S'. Cicrmmii, Acid sanctorum May i. 265 (St Ciermanus, undatable), Vita S. Pctroci ddliquionM Cirosjean 
1956f/; 493-4 (St Petroc, undatable). Vita S. Pctroci at Grosjean 1956/?: 157-8 (St Petroc, 14th cent, ad 
or before). (4. Rauer 2()()(): 73, who also compares narratives in which people made ill by the dragon’s 
breath are cured when the dragon is killed, 
i:. lames 1991: xii. 

Lihcr vildc pdinud 11.1, MCill Scriptorcs rcriioi Merovingicdruiii i. 2, 259-60 = PI. 71, 1059-60. 
l or trails, see V.. James 1991 (with p. xii for the date of the text). Discussion of the episode at Godding 
2000: 155-7. 
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the dead snakes. In immediate response a flock of birds arrived, equal in number 
to the dead snakes, and each of them carried away one of the carcasses. 


The MacMullen hypothesis and its limitations 

MacMuIlen surprisingly contends that the Christian dragon as we know it was 
only invented c. ad 400. The claim is pari of a larger, ostentatiously rearguard 
argument to reassert and to chart the development of ‘Medieval superslilion’. 
Prior to c. ad 400, he holds, dragons, pagan or Christian, were firmly confined to 
the realms of myth and fantasy, but ‘I'hen around the turn of the fifth century they 
appear as facts, 'fhey are encountered in real life by real (Christian heroes.’ The 
contention presents obvious difficulties, not the least of which is the fact that the 
third-century Acts of I'hornas already contains what must be considered a full¬ 
blown ‘medieval dragon’ according to any definition, not to mention the most 
complex and elaborate dragon-fights of the fourth-century Acts of Philip. Perhaps 
c. AD 400 matches the generation-point of the tale of Silvester’s dragon-fight 
adventure—yet here MacMullen insists on the story’s roots being traceable al¬ 
ready in 4’ertullian, some two hundred years earlier! But a more general problem 
for a case of this sort is the fact that, as we saw in the Introduction, the ancients 
never had made any sustainable, definitional, or categorical distinction between 
their fantastical cirakontes and the large snakes of the real world. Nor is it easy to 
see how the claim that the pagans did not believe in the actuality of even their 
most fantastic dragons, whether mythical or edge-of-the-world, can be main¬ 
tained. Nor, indeed, is it self-evident that all hagiographers intended their dragon 
tales to be read hilly literally: elaborate identifications of dragons with the Devil 
himself can suggest otherwise.^' 


ONWARDS 4 0 S4’ PATRICK AND S4’ GhOlU;!- 

Let us look briefly ahead to the first manifestations of the famous snake and 
dragon tales attaching to St Patrick and St George, both of which are formally 
attested for the first time only in the twelfth century ad. In the meantime many 
further hagiographical dragon-slaying tales were composed, and brief mention 
may be made of four of the most interesting of them. 

L’irst, the seventh- or eighth-century Vita i S. Sanisotiis records three largely 
doublet dragon-fights for the fifth- to sixth-centuiy St Samson of Dol (in Brittany). 
In the first, located at 4'ricurius (4’rigg, in (mrnwall), an evil serpent (serpens) is 
ravaging two districts. Samson is guided to the cave by a boy he has just restored to 
life (although this boy has not been killed by the dragon, we sense that the 
combined motif of the reanimation of the boy that has been the dragon’s last 
victim and the slaying of the dragon found in the 4’homas, Ammon, and other 


(iregory the (Jrcat I)i(ili\^tics 3. 15. 1 1-12; text at De Vt)gue aiul Amin 1979; 320 3. 
MacMullen 2003: 476-7. 
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tales lurks in the archaeology of this narrative). Samson challenges the dragon 
there, whereupon it attempts to turn round and gnaw its own tail (cf. the self- 
abuse of'fhomas’ dragon). He then loops his belt around its neck (cf. Bartholo¬ 
mew, Marcellus), leads it out, and hurls it over a precipice. He orders his monks to 
build a monastery near the cave to preserve the memory of the miracle, whilst 
he turns the vacated cave into a temporary hermitage in which to fast and pray 
(cf. Victoria). In the second, located in Brittany, at the behest of King Childebert, 
Samson again approaches the cave of a dragon laying waste to the area. He 
performs an overnight vigil before the entrance, fasting and praying, then 
summons the dragon forth, loops his cloak around its neck and then commands 
it to cross the Seine and remain beneath a certain rock. With the help of the king, 
he builds a magnificent monastery in the place. In the briefly reported third, 
located near his monastery at what would become Saint-Samson-sur-Risle in 
Brittany, we are told that he dragged this dragon along too and threw it into the 
sea to its death.4'he ninth-century Vita ii S. Sarnsonis contrives to inflate these 
tales into a sequence of four doublet dragon-fights, whilst kaleidoscoping the 
constituent motifs. One strildng addition is an emphasis upon the fieriness of the 
dragons, which are tracked down by the fiery trails they leave as they travel, or by 
their smoke. One has a fiery head from which it vomits venom as it dies.^‘^ 

Secondly, the c. ad 770 Conversion and Passion of St Afra tells how, in Augusta 
(Augsburg) during the Persecution of Diocletian (ad 303-11) Narcissus, Bishop 
of Gerundum (in Spain), redeemed Afra’s soul from a demon that manifested 
himself in the form of a disfigured Egyptian by promising another in its place. 
Once the demon had sworn to destroy any substitute soul Narcissus should name, 
the bishop gave him that of one of his own friends and colleagues, a draco that had 
been occupying a spring in the Julian Alps and had been preventing the approach 
of any, human or animal, to it by its lethal breath (flatus). Unable to escape his 
oath, the demon regretfully killed the dragon, and so the spring was liberated. 

Thirdly, in ad 784 Paul the Deacon published an account of a miracle per¬ 
formed by Clement of Metz at the city for which he was named, supposedly in the 
first century AD. When Clement came to the city to preach and to put an end to its 
idolatiy, he found his access to it blocked by a cloud of venomous breath produced 
by a mass of serpents (serpentes) that was occupying the amphitheatre outside its 
walls. I his was, furthermore, destroying men, horses, oxen, sheep, and other 
animals of the region, and leaving many others sick. Fhe latter he healed with 
the best of medicines, conversion. Then, after due prayers, Clement and his men 
entered the amphitheatre s vaults ‘to fight the ancient serpent, that is, the Devil’. 
As they heard him approaching the serpents rushed from the vaults of the 
amphitheatre in their competitive eagerness to devour him. Clement made the 
sign of the cross and rushed to join battle. At once they laid down their rampant, 
swelling necks. He took off his scarf and tied it round the neck of the largest of the 
serpents (cf. Bartholomew, Marcellus, Samson) and led it, with the townsfolk 
watching, to the nearby river Seille. He then commanded it, in the name of the 

Vita i S. Sanisonis 1. 19-50, 38, 59; ior the text (and I'rench trans.) see I-lohert 1997. 

Vita ii S. Sanisonh, Ada liollatuiiana 6, 98-100, 109-11, 128-30, 14-1-5 = Rauer 2000: 150-9. 

'' (ionversio cl passio ii S'. Afrac, M(iH, Scriptorcs reran] Mcrovia^icaraia iii. -11-6-1 at 60, ^§6-7 
(- /4. 1-12, 593-8). 
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Trinity, to cross the river with the entirety of its venomous entourage and lo go 
and live in the wilderness. It departed at once, with its fellows. Cdemenl duly made 
a home for himself and a chapel in the vacated vaults. So effective was Clemenrs 
act of cleansing, that serpents, even worms, were henceforth hardly ever found in 
the amphitheatre. The legend gave rise to the custom, first attested in the twelfth 
century ad, of the carrying of a dragon effigy in the city’s Rogation Day proces¬ 
sions, and such effigies are now carried again in Metz’s carnivals. Since the 
sixteenth century (at least) the beast has been known by variations of the name 
‘Graouilly’.'''^ 

Fourthly, the ninth-century ad Greek Acts of Marina tells of the martyrdom ol 
the fictional St Marina of (Pisidian) Antioch. Olybrius the CJovernor of the Fast 
(praeses orientis) falls in love with the Cdiristian virgin and declares that he will 
marry her if she gives up her faith. Upon her refusal, he has her thrown into prison 
and tortured. Whilst confined she prays to God to let her see her great opponent, 
the Devil. I’he first form in which he appears to her is that of a gigantic drakon, 
emerging from a corner of her cell. It has a crest and beard of gold, eyes like pearls 
and silver, and a tongue like a sword (cf. the mechanical version of the Dragon of 
Rome). Its teeth flash with lightning, whilst smoke and fire issue from its nostrils. 
Its neck is ringed with snakes and, interestingly, it also has at least one pair ol feet. 
It runs around Marina in a circle with its sword-tongue unsheathed, and its 
hissing brings about a terrible stench in the gaol. Marina prays lo God for 
deliverance, and makes the sign of the cross on her forehead and over her 
whole body. The angry drakon rests its head upon her shoulder, loops its tongue 
down under her feet and hoists her into its mouth. As her hands continue to make 
the sign of the cross, Christ precedes her into the creature’s belly and splits it in 
two. Marina emerges unharmed, and proceeds to face the Devil again, manifest 
now in another form.^^^’ 


St Patrick 

In the opening chapter ol Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People 
(completed c. ad 731) we are told that no reptiles live in Ireland or indeed can 
live in Ireland (we considered the Classical antecedents to this ‘Irish Farlh theme 
in Ch. 8). If they are carried there from Britain, as they often are, they die as soon 
as they encounter the scent of the land. And, conversely, the island’s products are 
effective against poison. If a person bitten by a snake drinks scrapings from leaves 
of books In'ought in from the country mixed into water, he is cured and his 
swelling subsides."''' Bede does not tell us how Ireland came into this condition, 
though it is possible that he already knew that it was the work ol St Patrick or 
other saints. As we have seen, two centuries previously Venantius Fortunatus 


’ Paul the Deacon (Paiilus Diaconiis, I’aulus VVarnelritliis), (icslti cpisiopornt)i Miilciitiimti, PI. 
709-22 at 711-13. The text is reproduced at MHH Scriplorcs x. 331 31, but the serpent liejit is 
disappointingly omitted, hor discussion ot the legend and its alterlile see the articles hy (,h.i/an 
(esp.), Michaux, (loet/, and Wagner collected at Privat 2()()(); 17-98. 

Text at Usener 1886: 15-46, with the dragon-fight at 217. 

Bede lU i lcsidlicdl History of the I '.nylish People 1.1. 
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St Hilary had been able to pen up the snakes of the island of Gallinaria into one 
portion of it, and just half a century later Paul the Deacon was associating the 
serpent-free amphitheatre of Metz with the miraculous serpent-expulsion of a 
Saint Clement. 

We first hear explicitly of the legend of St Patrick’s expulsion of the reptiles in 
Gerald of Wales’ Topography of Irelanch completed in ad 1187. Some suppose, he 
says, in what he calls a blandishing fiction, that St Patrick and Ireland’s other 
saints cleared the land of its venomous creatures. 'Phis implies that St Patrick was 
foremost amongst Irish saints credited with this achievement, but not the only 
one. It also implies that the legend was already widespread and well established in 
Gerald’s own day. No doubt he found it in ‘the ancient books of the saints of 
Ireland to which he refers in the course of his discussion, which otherwise builds 
on Bede’s themes, the venerable scholar’s own discussion being directly cited. 
Gerald adds that if merchants accidentally bring toads across from England in 
their holds and throw them out onto the land, they burst. When Irish soil is 
sprinkled in the gardens of other countries, venomous reptiles are driven away. He 
tells that a snake once crept into the mouth of a boy from the northern borders of 
England, and started gnawing away at his insides. The boy was finally delivered of 
the snake when he travelled to Ireland, drank the water and voided it.^^ 

I he earliest extant narrative proper of the legend derives from just a few years 
later. It is found in the Life of St Patrick of Jocelin of Eurness, whose floruit was the 
first decade of the thirteenth century. This tells how Patrick raised his staff and, 
with the help of an angel and the hand of Jesus, assembled together all the 
poisonous creatures of Ireland. He then compelled them to flee to the high 
promontory of Croagh (subsequently Groagh Patrick) in Gounty Mayo and 
horn there he cast them down into the sea.^'^ The tale’s international fame is 
founded, as with that of St George, upon the (fleeting) reference to it in the ad 
1263-7 Golden Legend of Jacobus de Voragine.^^^ 


St George 

St Geoige supposedly lived in the third century ad and his wider legend goes back 
to the sixth century, but his association with the dragon is not attested until the 
twelfth-century Cireek version of the Miracula Sancii Georgii, by which time other 
Chiistian saints had already been slaying dragons for some nine hundred years. It 
has, however, been precariously suggested that George’s dragon may have been 
known in some form as early as the sixth century ad on the basis that a document 
of that age, the so-called Dect'etal of Gelasius /, already condemns the legend of St 


(icrakl ol Wales Iopo^^raphia Hihcrniai 1. 28. l-'or text see ). S. lirewer, Dimock, and Warner 
1861-91: V. 62 (Dimock). 

jocelin oi kurness l.ifc of Si Palrick, Acid sniictorunr March ii. 574 §^169-70; linglish trans. at 
Swift 1809: 186-8. 

jacobus de Voragine (joldcti Legend 30. for the St Patrick tradition see Bieler 1949 and Kenney 
1968. for the broader motil of saints getting rid of plagues of pests, see Krappe 1941 and 1947. 
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George as apocryphal.^* With greater certainty we can affirm that what was to 
become the canonical iconography of St George’s dragon-light, that in wliich the 
horseback saint spears the supine dragon below, predates any attested part of 
the saint’s legend; it is, for example, prefigured in a striking haematite intaglio in 
the British Museum dated to the fifth century ad.^“ 

4’he Miracula Sancti Georgii tells that the lair city of Lasia was presided over by 
an idolatrous king, Selbius, whom God decided to punish. Me caused an evil 
drakon to be born in the adjacent lake, and it ate anyone who came to fetch water. 
The king’s armies were useless against it. 'I’he king and his people decided to 
placate the dragon by offering it a child, and the lot fell upon the king’s own 
daughter (who in later versions acquires the name Sabra). She was duly decked out 
in purple and linen, gold and pearls, and sent off to the monster by her tearful 
father, whose attempts to redeem her life from his people with gold and silver 
came to nothing. George, en route back to his home of Gappadocia, encountered 
the girl as she sat waiting to be devoured by the dragon, and asked her the reason 
for her tears. On hearing the story, George prayed to God for help in subjecting 
the dragon and ran to meet it whilst making the sign of the cross, 'fhe dragon loll 
at his feet. George fitted the girl’s belt and her horse’s bridle to the dragon and 
gave it over to the girl to lead back to the city. Overcoming iheir initial fear of the 
creature, the king and his people loudly declared their faith in the Clhrislian God, 
whereupon George killed the dragon with his sword, and handed the girl over to 
the king. George summoned the Archbishop of Alexandria to baptize the king and 
his people. 4’hey built a church in George’s name, in which George called lorlh a 
sacred spring.^'^ 

A number of motifs here chime well with the earlier hagiographical tradition: 
the prayer, the sign of the cross in the air, and the yoking of the dragon with the 
princess’ girdle, the last of which recalls Bartholomew’s I'rustrated request for 
Jesus’ hem, Marcellus’ yoking of his dragon with his handkerchiel', Samson’s 
yoking of his dragons with his belt and cloak, and (dement of Metz’s yoking ol 
his dragon with his scarf But other motifs seem to reach back further into the 
Classical past, d'he dragon’s association with a water-source has deep roots in 
the Classical tradition, as we have seen, but it had already been appropriated into 
the hagiographical tradition prior to the St George narrative: it is lound, lor 
instance, in the Narcissus narrative. But the central story, in which a king must 


Decretal of Gelasiii:^ / al von Dobsciiutz 1912; 8 t; cl. McMkclhach 1939: 243-6, (lotlcliiig 
2000: 151-2. 

Michel 2001: i. 279-80 no. 430, with ii. colour pi. vi aiul nioiuKhroine )4. 67. And this in uirn is 
preligiired by an ad 353 medallion of C^onslantine 11, on which the emperor, with an imperial raised 
hand (but no weapon in it), rides a horse that rears up over a serpent below; the legend is ilehellalot 
hosliiinh ‘vanquisher ot'enemies’: Merkelbach 1939; 244, with illustration. Note also an imperial perioil 
Egyptian reliel architectural tragment in the l.ouvre (inv. X3130), in which a lalcon headed 1 lorus 
dressed in Roman style and riding a horse spears a crocotlile between the horse’s legs: Ihunner I'laut 
1985, witli hg. 3. As we saw in (!li. 2, the general configuration ultimately gt)es back to very ancient 
images ol Belleroplion. 

Codex Ronuuius Angelicn:i 46, §12, reproduced al Authauser 1911: 32 69. Discussion at Baring 
(iould 1869: 266-316, Maitland 1894-6: iii. 38-47, I'onlenrose 1939: 313 21, l ischer 1973- , Hansen 
2002; 119-30, Ogden 2008n: 136-8. I’or a modern (ireek folk tale version ol the St (leorge story Ikmii 
K arpathos that conforms closely to the ATU 300 tale-type (decapitation, de longuing) that we have 
argued to underlie the Perseus saga ((4i. 3), see Dawkins 1933: 123 8. 
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put out his daughter for the dragon to eat, and she is rescued by a passing hero 
that slays the dragon is strongly reminiscent of the Perseus-Andromeda and 
Heracles-Hesione traditions in particular. It is actually the Hesione story that 
offers the single best overall fit, incorporating as it does the motifs of the king 
forced into the sacrifice of his own daughter by a rebellious populace and the 
continent hero’s refusal to take the rescued virgin to wife.^^ Some hold, nonethe¬ 
less, that it is the Perseus tradition that constitutes its direct ancestor. In the wider 
text St George’s legend is chiefly centred in Palestine, with Joppa as well as 
neighbouring Lydda and 'Pyre being featured. The site of the dragon-slaying itself, 
Lasia, is seemingly a fictional city with a speaking name, ‘Rough place’. In later 
redactions of the text it too is explicitly located in Palestine, though it is less clear 
where the Miraciila Sancti Georgii author imagined it to be.^^’ The version of 
George’s slaying of the dragon that was to become the canonical one in the Latin 
West was again that ol jacobus de Voragine’s Golden Legend, in which the 
dragon-slaying is located rather in Libya.4'he most expansive and elaborate 
account of St George and his dragon-fight in English literature, albeit one much 
transformed, is that ol Spenser’s Faire Queene, in the near 500 lines of which St 
George, initially in the guise of the Redcrosse Knight, lights a fiery dragon the 
size of a mountain over three days.“^ 


THE SYMMETRICAL BATTLE REDUX 

Ihe dragon-fight narratives of early hagiography naturally and ostentatiously 
present biblical texts as their primary point of reference. The authors or their 
featured saints repeatedly compare their dragon opponents to the Serpent of Eden 
(Ihomas, Philip, Andrew) or directly to the Devil himself (Thomas, Philip, 
Galuppan). Even the serpent-staffs of Pharaoh’s sorcerers can be pressed into 
seivice (Philip again). Silvester deals with the dragon of Rome after the fashion of 
St Michael s treatment of the Revelation dragon; Hilarion perhaps deals with his 
Dalmatian dragon on the model of Paul’s treatment of the Maltese viper. 

I he weapons most prominently deployed against the dragons in these narra¬ 
tives aie distinctive of the new religion: prayer and faith, with the episodes serving 
piimarily, their entertainment value aside, as demonstrations of the power of the 
latter (this is made particularly clear in the abortive dragon-fight narrated by 
Rufinus ol Aquileia). In contrast to the pagan narratives, the hagiographical 
diagons are not always destroyed. Sometimes they are merely sent off into the 
wilderness, like the expelled demons to which they are assimilated, and indeed 
exorcistic techniques are employed against them too. Philip’s serpents of the rocks 


Note esp. Lycophron Alexandra 31^6 and 470-8, 951-7, willi scholl., Valerius Haccus 
Ar^ionaulica 2. 451-578. 

l-'or the problem of I.asia see Aulhauser 1911: 74-6. 

jacohiis de Voragine Holden Legend 58, reproduced at CJraesse 1850 and Aulhauser 1911: 202-6, 
with translation in Ryan 1993, for the St Cieorge tradition in Western literature and art, see the 
heautilully illustrated Didi-l luherman, Garhetta, and Morgaine 1994, and also Castellana 2000. 
Spenser l-ahie (}ueene 1.11. 
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and the dragons of Victoria, Caluppan, Marcellus, and Clement of Metz all survive 
under such circumstances (although the dragon of Silvester also survives, its 
underground confinement should be compared rather with the dooms of the 
Thomas dragon and Philip’s Echidna, both of which are swallowed up into the 
underworld). 

Nonetheless, the ancestry, at general level, of pagan dragon-fight narratives to 
the hagiographical ones is demonstrated most fully by the h\ct that the two groups 
give us similar complex series of symmetrical motifs in their battles (cf. Ch. 6).^^ 


The exchange of fire 

Like pagan drakontes, Christian ones too can be exceptionally fiery. 'I’he creature 
of the Shepherd of Hennas shoots fiery locusts from its mouth. In the Acts of Philip 
the desert dragon is apparently blackened on its back by its own fire, and its belly 
consists of embers of bronze and sparks of fire. 4'he dragon of the rocks spits fire 
whilst spewing out a raging torrent of venom, and his whole body resembles lire, 
whilst also being as black as soot. Beliar’s face consists of a liery thunderbolt. 
Marina’s dragon breathes fire from its nostrils whilst Hashing lightning Irom its 
teeth. The seventh-century poetic version of Aldhelm’s De virginiiate speaks ol 
the dragon of Rome faced by Silvester breathing forth a death-bringing flame Irom 
its crypt. 'Fhe same text describes the flames of Victoria’s dragon, with which it 
kills people directly, as emanating from its stomach. 4’he ninth-century Vita ii ol 
Samson is particularly emphatic about its fire imagery: the four dragons that 
Samson fights sequentially in this text are said to leave a burning trail as they 
travel, and smoke rises up from their fiery heads. 

I'he Christian slayers use fire against the dragon in a number of ways. In the 
Acts of Philip the apostle asks God to direct lightning at the desert dragon and the 
snakes that accompany it, and to direct the sun’s rays into the snakes’ holes so as 
to destroy their eggs. The dragon of the rocks subsequently addresses Philip in 
turn as ‘son of thunder’.^‘^ Zeus’ battle against I’yphon does not seem so far away. 
Florentius deploys a thunderbolt, as it seems, against his plague ol snakes. 
Hilarion directly burns his dragon on a pyre, whilst Donatus similarly uses a 
pyre to burn the carcass of the dragon he has killed, thus saluting the (Hassical 
notion that the drakCnis, carcass represents a continuing pestilential threat. 1 he 
pyres of Hilarion and Donatus make us wonder whether the slightly curious pyre- 
imagery in Philip’s prayer over the desert dragon may, additionally, salute a 
variant in which he too had deployed a pyre against his troublesome snakes. VVe 


““ Occasionally too the narratives make direct appeal to pagan serpent lore. So/omen’s Donatus tale 
(licclesiastical IUstory 7. 26. 1 -1 at Bidez and 1 lansen 1960: 3-11 and P(i 67. 2. 1 197 1SOO) lor example, 
compares the dragon ot lijnrus in size to the snakes said to he associated with the Indians (tor which see 
Ch. 10). 

hire imagery prolilerates in the extensive Bhilij> narrative. It is to he toimd in the ‘light ol the 
monad’ in Philip’s eyes with which he deieats the gate-guarding ilnikoiitcs. It continues in his 
adventures in the city of Ophiorhyme, when e.g. upon being stripped, Mariamne becomes engulled 
in a protective iiery cloud: Martyrion 20 (V). 
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might also note here the fifth-century ad Gospel (Questions) of Bartholomew: th^. 
defeated Beliar is kept bound in fiery chains. 

As we noted before, the notion of the symmetrical deployment of fire 
dragon-lights has a purchase that extends beyond Graeco-Roman culture (it 
prominent, for example, in ancient Indian culture), and so the shared presence 
this reciprocal motif alone should not be considered probative. It may be, more 
particularly, that the motif of the symmetrical use of fire is already present in the 
Bible, or at any rate in the Old Testament Apocrypha and the New 1 estament 
^fhe motif probably lurks already behind the Septuagint’s Bel and the Dragon, 
which Daniel feeds the dragon cakes made of pitch, fat, and hair that turn its ow^ 
hre against it. The motif may also lurk behind Acts’ tale of Paul shaking a viper off 
his hand into a pyre. Here a particular awareness of symmetry is suggested by the 
observation of the Maltese locals that Paul’s hand does not become ‘inflamed’ as 
result of the viper bite.‘'^^^ Both of these episodes may well be derivative of classical 
culture in the first place (as we have already noted in the case of Bel and the 
Dragon). Nonetheless, the motif of the symmetrical use of fire does becoii)^. 
probative when considered as part of the wider system of reciprocal motifs shared 
by pagan and hagiographical narratives, to which we now turn. 


The exchange of liquids: Venom and saliva 

We have a fine example of a serpent’s own venom being turned against itself in a 
sort of symmetry in the Thomas tale. Thomas compels his dragon to suck the 
venom out of the wound it has inflicted, so that it ingests it itself and dies in turn. 
When Donatus spits into his Epirus dragon’s mouth and kills it, the gesture would 
seem to have two resonances. Probably, at a basic level, Donatus is to be regarded 
as quenching the dragon’s fire, which is in a sense its essence, and so killing it in 
that way. But at another level he makes appeal to the pagan traditions about the 
poisonous and indeed scalding nature of human saliva for snakes. This episode 
then seems to offer us another example of the use of fire against the dragon. 
Compatibly, in the Acts oj Philip, Philip heals Stachys, who has been blinded—his 
eyes inflamed by the liquid from serpent eggs, by rubbing the saliva of his holy 
viigin assistant Mariarnne into them. (One must concede a degree of double 
detei mination here, however, given that Jesus himself had cured the blind by 
putting spittle into their eyes.)'^‘ 


rhe exchange of breath and air 

1 he ketos of the Shepherd oj Hennas travels in a cloud, which is presumably the 
product of its breath. 1 he motif of bad air is strikingly apparent in the Acts of 
Philip, in which the desert dragon carries around a great and dark (gnophodes) 


Acts 28: 3-6: ■nlft.'njiacihii. 

Mark 8: 23; John 9: 6; cf. Mark 7: 32-7, where jesus cures a speech inipediiiienl by (as it seems) 
j>utting his own spittle on tlie patient’s tongue. Cf. Amsler, bovon, and Bouvier 1999: ii. -104. 
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wind, as a sort of aura. Indeed the dragon is itself a sort of einbodinient of this foul 
wind, as a ‘very great and dark drakon (gnophodes drakon rnegistos)f~ 4’he 
dragons that guard the gates to Ophiorhyme are in the habit of blinding people 
that try to pass through by blowing into their eyes. In the Fs.-Abdian version ot 
Philip’s life the single dragon he encounters there breathes out a noxious breath 
that brings all around it to death’s door. 'Fhe Acts of Silvester makes the crisis that 
necessitates Silvester’s action against the Roman dragon the point at which the 
dragon, displeased at the cessation of its pagan offerings, starts to breathe out a 
noxious breath that imperils the citizens; people, especially children, die in great 
numbers (one thinks of the malaria emanating from the Pomptine Marshes ot old, 
which similarly impacted disproportionately upon the young).‘^‘^ The dragon 
destroyed by Rufmus’ Ammon breathes foul blasts from its mouth which are in 
tliemselves able to swell the limbs of the young shepherd boy. I'he Gospel oj 
Bartholomew's cosmic Beliar breathes a stinking smoke from his nostrils.^^' 'The 
Passion of St Victoria speaks of the harmful blasts ( flatus) of her dragon, which 
were killing men and cattle alike. Phe Acts of Marina repeatedly emphasizes the 
stench of the dragon sent against her: since the stench is coordinated with its 
hissing, we must assume that its breath is again the cause. 

And this motif continues to llourish after the sixth century too. Whereas the 
poetic version of Aldhelm’s seventh-century De virginitate speaks ol the dragon ol 
Rome faced by Silvester breathing forth a death-bringing (lame from its crypt, the 
corresponding prose version speaks ot a pestilential breath in such a way as to 
highlight its poisonousness rather than its fieriness: a tight collar is, as we have 
seen, the solution. Aldhelm also ascribes poisonous pestilential blasts to I lilarion s 
dragon (prose version), and to Victoria’s dragon (both versions; in the poetic 
version they are combined with fire). I’he cloud of pestilence caused by the 
venomous breath of the snakes gathered in the amphitheatre in the eighth-century 
AD account of Clement of Metz’s dragon-fight is described at length and in detail. 
I'he smokiness of the (our dragons fought by Samson in his ninth-century Vita ii 
may be thought of as infecting the air, although the point is not made explicitly. 
Both the ninth- and eleventh-century lives of Cildas make the production ol a 
lethal pestilential breath from its cave the sole complaint against his Roman 
dragon. St George’s dragon pollutes the air with its breath in Jacobus de Vor 
agine’s influential thirteenth-century account.'I’he motil ol the dragon s poison¬ 
ous breath was to flourish, beyond hagiography, in the folklore ol modern luirope, 
not least that of Britain. 


Note also that the dragon of the Sheplierd of Hennas emerges from a cloud, although this is 
specifically explained as the dust-cloud it has whipped up. 

Vitruvius 1. 4, Martial 10. 62, luvenal 9. 16-17, etc.; cf. VV. 11. S. )ones 1907: 69 73. 

Gospel of liartlioloDicw 4. 12-13. Amsler, lUwon, and Bouvier 1996: 63 see nune than a coinci 
dence between this Ciospel’s description ol Beliar and the Acts of Philips description ol the desert 
dragon: both emit lire and breathe smoke, and Bartholomew accompanies Philip as he encounters his 
desert dragon. 

jacobus de Voragine Golden Legend 38. 

Amongst British dragon legends of more recent centuries, themselves evidently inspired by the 
hagiographical tradition, albeit at some remove, jHusonous breath is associated with the Stoor Dragon 
(wliich could wither crops with its breath alone), and the dragons of Deerhurst (which coukl poison 
people with its breath alone), Aller (which breathed poison), Sexhow (which tlid the same), anti 
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But the prize for the most striking production of a bad air by any dragon, pagan 
or Christian, must go to the second of the dragons faced by the late sixth-century 
AD Gregory of Tours’ Caluppan, which, as it departs, breaks wind into his cell, 
releasing a smell that only the Devil himself could produce. At one level, no doubt, 
humour is intended. At another, the notion that dragons corrupt the surrounding 
air is taken to its logical conclusion. But at a third level this narrative is more 
respectful of natural history than is most of the ancient dragon tradition. For while 
snakes can hardly corrupt the air with their venom, as they are so often repre¬ 
sented as doing, even relatively friendly and tractable snakes of the Elaphe genus 
can, as we saw in Chapter 10, produce an oppressive and malodorous pong 
(a natural defence, of course) by voiding their cloacal glands. This particular 
motif too found its way into British folklore. In the humorous and scatological 
ballad of the Wantley Dragon the creature’s foul smell is associated with its 
excrement, which it projects into the face of its opponent, the knight More.‘^^ 

1 he strong connection between the dragon’s breath and the fumes that emanate 
from the underworld that obtains in pagan literature persists in Christian. The 
Acts of Silvester explicitly compare the 365 steps down which one must descend to 
the Dragon of Rome, problematic for its noxious breath, to a descent into Hell. 

1 he twelfth-century ad Mirahilia urbis Rornae was to make the point even more 
emphatically: the place where the dragon lived, the text reports, is now plainly and 
simply called Hell (Infernus) because of the fumes it used to belch forth. Other 
hagiographical dragons live, more generally, in caves. This is explicit in the cases 
of the dragon in Rufmus’ tale of the Christian brothers, Victoria’s dragon (in the 
Passion and both Aldhelm versions), in which the cewe of the dismissed dragon 
actually becomes Victoria s nunnery, and in the later tales of Gildas and Samson. 
It is perhaps implied also for the dragon of the rocks of the Acts of Philip. 
Silvestei s dragon apart, Ihomass dragon, Philip’s Echidna, and the second 
diagon of Samsons Vita i all end up confined within the ground, almost as if 
this is a natural home for them. 

kike pagan dragons, Christian ones can also use a sucking breath deleteriously. 
In the Hilaiion tale (the Jerome and Aldhelm prose versions) the giant boa dragon 
uses its breath to suck its victims down and to devour them, farmers, shepherds, 
and even oxen. 

And Chiistian dreigons too produce problematic carcasses. In Rufmus’ 
Ammon tale the locals have to heap desert sand over the dragon’s carcass to 
combat its stench. In the Donatus tales (both Sozomen’s and Isidore’s) the 
diagon s gaigantuan lotting corpse is hauled olf lor burning by eight yoke- 
pairs of oxen before it can constitute a health hazard. In the Golden Legend 
version of St (leorge’s fight with the dragon, the dead beast is carted offHo a 
remote held by four teams of oxen.‘''' The rotting Python lies close at hand. The 


Sockbuni (the breath of which rendered it impossible to approach and kill). See Simpson 1980 esp. 32, 
37, 39-62 and 78, 89, 137-11 lor sources and discussion. In Italy the dragon of Sant’ Arcangelo filled 
the region with its |)estirer()us breath until slain by Prince Colonna ofStigliano: Levi 1947: 110-11. See 
below lor the pestiferous breath produced by snake-plagues in the Tyrol. 

The ballad is reproduced at Simpson 1980: 135. 

rhe disj^osal of the [potentially pestilential carcass of the dragon became a productive motif: cf 
Aufhauser 1911:211-12 (motif no. 64). Another example: the dragon killed by the archangel Michael 
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marvellous vignette in which St Florentiiis prevails upon God to send a Hock of 
birds to carry away the carcasses of the plague of snakes he has just killed is only 
intelligible on the understanding that their rotting carcasses are going to pollute 
the atmosphere, and that they constitute a mass so great as to be unmanageable 
for the locals. 

Christian slayers in turn use breath and good air against the dragon. In the 
Gospel of Thomas the young Jesus destroys the viper that bites Jacob by blowing 
onto the wound it has dealt him (katephysese). When 4'homas kills his dragon by 
compelling it to ingest its own poison, the dragon is imagined to be killed at one 
level by over-inflation (physetheis)T^ In the Acts of Philip Philip and his associates 
purify the air made dark by the cloud of smoke that accompanies his desert- 
dragon by shaking holy water into it in the shape of the cross. By making the sign 
of the cross in the air, Donatus replaces his dragon’s bad air with good air. Most 
striking of all is the prayer Marina makes against her dragon: ‘Lord, chase this 
wicked wolf and mad dog and its stench away from me. And let the sweetness and 
goodness of your holy spirit/breath (pneuina) come to me.’ Here the dragon's 
breath is directly contrasted with and opposed by the explicitly sweet breath that is 
the Holy Spirit. 


The exchange of gazx' and vision 

4'he theme of the dragon’s terrible gaze, and that ol human gaze deployed 
symmetrically against it, recurs in the Acts of Philip. 4'he apostle embarks upon 
a staring competition with the two dragons that guard the gates ol Ophiorhyme. 
'Lhey see the ray of light of the monad that shines in his eyes. Alter an hour, they 
turn their heads away and die. Also noteworthy here is the habit ol these two 
serpents of blinding those that try to enter the gate, albeit by blowing into their 
eyes. And Stachys has been blinded by liquid from serpents’ eggs. Caluppan 
apparently finds himself, like Philip, lace-to-lace with the lirst ol the two dragons 
he encounters, as it rears up rampant to meet him. He finds himsell Irozen in 
terror, his limbs bound—or perhaps we are to consider the Ireezing a more direct 
effect of the serpent’s hypnotic stare. 


in ihc 9th- or lOlli-conlury ad lloniiliiiry oj Saint /V-;r has to be hewn into twelve sections and carted to 
tlie sea hy oxen to preserve tlie peojde and llie cattle troin its stench (text at (,ross 1989: 33 1; rejirintetl 
at Rauer 2()()(): 1:38-60). 'I'he motif also spread to post hagiograidiical literature of various kinds. The 
8th to 10th-century AD licinvnlfW.xs its (leats shove the body ol the dead l iredrake over a dill wall into 
the sea, although its potential to pollute is not explicitly supplied as the reason lor this (31 O 3; cl. 
Rauer 2000: ;32-86 lor the text’s hagiographical background and 119 23 lor the motif itself). The 
By/antine 1-pic Diycais Akrilis is probably a 12th-century ad product in the form it has come down to 
us, though it rellects the world of the l-aiphrates frontier of the 9th or 10th century ad (lelfreys 1998: 
jip. xvii, xli). At the Cirottalerrata version 6. 12-83 and 98 1 )igenis slays a massive coiling (.Iragon which 
sends forth llame and thunderbolts Irom three heads by cutting oil all the heatls in a single blow. 1 le 
then summons servants to carry the body away at once. 

/\(7s of 'riionias 33: o Sc SiKiKair <l)V(ii(}<ic (Anhiiccv Kdt nncthn'if. 
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The exchange of sound and silence 


Powerful words are important on the saints’ side in almost all the tales under 
consideration here, both in the form of ubiquitous prayers to God, implicit or 
explicit, and in that of the demands made directly of the serpents themselves to die 
or depart, such as are found in the tales of Thomas, Philip, Hilarion, Victoria, 
Andrew, Caluppan, Marcellus, and Clement. In the Acts of Philip Philip subjects 
the demon-assimilated dragon of the rocks to a virtual exorcism, whilst he is said 
to deploy a Hebrew spell against the Echidna herself. Aldhelm’s poetic version of 
the Victoria tale explicitly asserts that the dragon was compelled by the power of 
Victoria s speech itself. As early as Psalms the Judaeo-Christian tradition had 
known of the deaf asp that stops up its ears and will not listen to the charmer, 
however skilful his spells may be, as we have seen (Ch. We perhaps see an 
intimation of Marsi s deployment of silent incantations against their tricky deaf or 
deafened adversaries in Caluppan’s silent inner prayer against the first of the 
dragons he faces in his rocky cell. 


Asymmetry: 1. Circularity vs. perpendicularity 

Iheie is the one signal respect in which the hagiographical battles fail to match the 
symmetiies of their pagan counterparts. The hagiographical dragons continue to 
coil just as theii pagan forebears do, but it is striking that the saints, in contrast to 
their foiebears, do not deploy curves and circles against them. The closest we 
come to such a thing is in the Samson tradition, when, in terror before the saint, 
the dragons fbrm themselves into circles to gnaw their own tails. Why should the 
saints make little use of the circle? My best guess is that the imagery of the circle 
and the curve is trumped, on the human side, by that of the linearity and 
perpendicularity of the ultimate Christian symbol, the cross, the sign of which 
1 hilip and Caluppan make in the air against the serpents they face (against the 
desert diagon, in Philips case). Ihe point is perhaps best made in the case of 
St Marina. Whilst her dragon is said to run around her in a circle as it initially 
thieatens her, she contrives to burst it open by crossing herself as she is swallowed 


Asymmetry: 2. The burgeoning brood 

finally, the Chiistian tiadition makes much of a dreadful capacity on the serpents’ 
part to which man can offei no directly symmetrical counterpart: that of reproducing 


l>salnis 58: 4-5. l-br further biblical references to snake-cbarniing, see Jeremiah 8: 17 (God 
thieatens plagues of venomous, biting serpents that will be resistant to charming), Mark 16: 18 (snake¬ 
handling), and Ixclesiastes 10: II (if the snake bites the charmer before it is charmed, tlie charmer 
makes no profit). 

I lowever, we note that in the ps.-Hpiphanian Christian tradition of the 3rd century ao, discussed 
in (4i. 8, the snake-deterrent remains of Jeremiah were arranged by Alexander (who hardly knew the 
cross) in a circle around the city of Alexandria to protect it. 
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rapidly and prolifically. This notion is only vestigially present in pagan narratives 
of the sort reviewed in Chapter 6. One might see an indirect salute to it in the 
Hydra's ability to replace every lopped head instantaneously with two more. At any 
rate the second-century ad rationalizer Heraclitus speculates precisely that this 
imagery symbolized the fact that the troublesome snake in question had had 
many young that accompanied her and aided their mother in destroying her 
attackers.And we may think again of the plague of snakes that Medea hurled 
into the tomb of Apsyrtus at Absoris.'^^' I’urning to the hagiography, the Philip 
narrative strongly implies that its dragons preside over a burgeoning brood ol snakes. 
The Echidna is defined on first mention as ‘mother oi the snakes', with the implica¬ 
tion that this is a respect in which she is problematic. ’The desert dragon is then 
said to be accompanied by ‘a multitude of snakes and their young’, and attention is 
drawn also to Ciod's destruction of the snakes’ eggs waiting to hatch in their holes. 
'Phe notion seems to lurk here that, apart from other difficulties the dragon may be 
causing, it has been in some way responsible for a sudden and troublesome plague ol 
snakes, and that it presides over them. St Caluppan is clearly afflicted by a brood of 
snakes that has got out of control, a brood presided over by not one but two larger 
and more terrible dragons (mummy and daddy?). Florentius’ snake-plague speaks 
for itself As we learn towards the end of the (dement of Metz narrative, the 
amphitheatre full of snakes with which he has to contend is presided over by a single 
snake more monstrous than all the others. Later on again, the notion ol an uncon¬ 
trollable brood clearly underlies the St Patrick tradition. 


LUCIAN AND rilE ORIGINS OL LLIL: H AG I OCi R A P 111 C A L 
/)RAKOiV-SLAY INC 'LRADLIION 

Lucian’s Philopseudes gives us a series ol parodic tales of the magical and the 
marvellous, including the original version of the Sorcerer's Appretitice tale. 1 he 
first tale in its series, told by the Platonist Ion and mocked by the sceptical 
4 ychiades, is a dra/cd//-slaying story that, despite its parodic nature, is of a peculiar 
richness for matters of the symmetry of battle. Here a viper has bitten Midas, a 
valued farm slave, on the toe as he dressed vines. Its venom has caused his body to 
rot and he is on the point of death. 'The master calls in a (dialdaean-Babylonian 
wizard, who draws the venom out of the wound by tying a piece chipped from a 
virgin’s tombstone to the toe (a means of bringing the power of her restless ghost 
to bear),'^^’^ and by making an incantation over it. Midas is cured instantaneously. 


Heraclilus / V incrcilibilibus 18 Hydra. 

lly^iiuis b'dbuldc 26. (Arislollc] Mirdbilid 832a is scnsilivc to the icMidciicy ol snakes to breed 
and swarm: it notes tliat I’hessaly dejKMuls upon its stork population to control its snakes, so that the 
penalty lor killing a stork there is equivalent to that lor killing a man. And it reports that at one time 
l.acedaimon was afilieted at once with a lamine and a plague ol snakes (were the two related^, so that 
the Spartans turned to the remedy ol'eating the snakes, with the result that the Pythia termed them 
opliiodciwi (‘serpent-throated’). 

(d. Philip’s use ol the living virgin Mariamne’s saliva to cure Stachys' serpent inllicted blindness 
at Ach of Philip 1-J. 2. 7 (A). 


412 


The Birth oj the Christian Dragon 


jumps to his Icet, and carries his own stretcher home. 4'he Chaldaean then makes 
a purificatory circle around the fhrm with a sulphur-fumigation, and summons all 
the farm’s venomous creatures before him (a la St Patrick), common snakes, asps, 
vipers, horned snakes, darting snakes, common toads, and physaloi, the name 
of the last indicating a poisonous creature that somehow blows out (physao): 
they may be puff-adders or they may be puff-toads, which were held to be 
poisonous. 'fhe Chaldaean knows that one snake is missing, and sends the 
youngest ol those present to fetch a big old cirakon. I’he drakon has failed to 
respond to the summons because, the narrator explains, it is either too decrepit or 
it is deaf. The Chaldaean then blows over all the creatures (enephysese, physeniati)y 
and they explode in flame. 

lo return to the lamiliar themes of the symmetry of battle, here we have the 
drakon and its associates employing against man a no doubt fiery venom, and this 
is answered doubly by the Chaldaean’s burning of sulphur and by his own fiery 
breath. 1 hat the drakon and its associates deploy bad air is indicated by the 
presence amongst them ol the ‘puffing’ physaloi, whatever they are precisely. 
1 his is doubly answered by the (ihaldaean’s sulphurous fumigation and, again, 
by his projection of his fiery breath against them, d'here is evidently a battle of 
sound and silence here too. 4'he Chaldaean uses his voice against the snakes both 
in making his incantation and in making his summons. 'The drakon s deafness, 
parodically associated with senescence and decreptilude (all the funnier given that 
snakes were held able ever to rejuvenate themselves by sloughing), would in a 
have been a token of its terrible ability to resist incanta¬ 
tion. And the Chaldaean deploys a circle of purification against the snakes too. 

But this narrative is also important for other reasons, because although around 
hall a century earlier than our earliest extant hagiographical dragon-slaying 
naiiative (Ihomas), it is almost certainly parodying an already established trad¬ 
ition ol (diristian narratives. 1 make this claim on the basis of three of its motifs in 
particular. 1 he first is the healed Midas’ cariying home his own stretcher: ‘Midas 
himself picked up the stretcher on which he had been brought and went off 
stiaight back to the farm. This motif, which graphically conveys the speed and 
completeness ol the recovery, is well-known from the descriptions of Jesus’ 
miiacLilous healings in all four of the Cospels, but is not found previously in a 
pagan context. 


Physaloi arc poisonous at any rate at I.ucian DipsaPs 3. 1-or poisonous pulC-toads sec Aclian 
Ndlurc of Auiuuih 17. 12; cf. 9. 11. 

I.ucian Philopsciiilcs 11-13. Por the Pliilopsciutcs in general and this tale in particular see 
1.. Muller 1932, |. Schwartz 1931, Alhini 1993, Plhner et al. 2001, Ogden 2007n. 

Rejuvenation through sloughing: Aesop no. 458 Perry; see Ch. 4. Tychiades’ mocking question 
ol Ion as lo whether the old ilrakmi used a walking stick may similarly make appeal to the sinister 
notion that an ancient (and all the more terrible lor it) serpent might manifest itself for deceitful 
purjK)ses as a decrejut, stick-carrying old man, precisely as we find al Apuleius Metamorphoses 8. 19-21 
(a naiiative which may, just, deiive from Lucian too, if he is to he identified with the ‘Lucius of Patras’ 
that Photius Bihliotheta cod. 128 names as the author of the Chios, the model for the Metamorphoses, 
though the episode does not appear in the extant summary of the Onos transmitted with Lucian’s 
(I'uvre). 

Matthew 9: 6-7, Mark 2: 9 and 11-12, Luke 3: 24-3, )ohn 5: 8-9; with discussion al Betz 1962: 
I :-)8. 1 hiessen 1990: 57-89 reviews the liealing motifs of New 'I'estament narratives more generally. 
I lowever, most of Lucian’s commentators have held that he is not alluding to the New 'reslamenl here 
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4’he second is the configuration of tlie threat as a large drakon presiding over a 
host of smaller snakes, which we find in the tales of Philip’s desert dragon and 
dragon of the rocks and the Caluppan tale (and then subsequently also in the 
Clement of Metz tale), though, again, not in any significant way in any previous 
pagan narrative. We may note too that in the tale of Philip’s dragon ol the rocks 
and then again in that of Clement the broader brood of snakes is encountered in 
advance of the presiding drakon. And as in the Lucian tale, Philip s dragon ol the 
rocks is summoned late to his presence by the lesser snakes. 

'Phe third is the motif of the coordinated revivification of the serpent’s most 
recent victim, which we find already in the tale ol the young )esus in the (lOSpcI of 
Ihonias, then in the tales of 4'homas himself, Ammon, and Andrew, and it surely 
lurks behind the adjacent motif of the resuscitated boy in the Samson tradition 
too,’^^'^ but again not in any other pagan antecedent. As to the Gospel of 'I’honias, 
we may also note the verbal parallelism between its description ol )esus’ blowing 
upon Jacob’s wound (kat-ephysese)^ with the ellect ol destroying the viper 
(echidna) that had dealt it, and Lucian’s description ol the (Jialdaean s blowing 
upon the reptile host (en-ephysese) subsequent to the bite dealt to Midas by the 
viper (echidna), and so destroying them all. 

Here it is worth drawing attention also to another early hagiographical narra¬ 
tive involving a snake. 'Phe text in question is the early third-century ad Acts of 
John.^^^^ John and his brethren come to Lphesus and lodge in the house ol 
Andronicus and his beautiful wife Drusiana, who has given up sex for the sake 
of godliness. Here a certain Callimachus develops an obsession with Drusiana and 
sends her billets doux, in response to which she develops a fever, takes to her bed, 
and prays to God to die, since she has become an obstacle to virtue in anothei. 
And die she does. But this is not the end of Ckillimachus’ passion, and he bribes 
Andronicus’ steward, P'ortunatus, who has the keys to Drusiana s tomb, to open it 
up so that he can have sex with the corpse. He begins to strip the body in 
preparation, but as he gets down to her last undergarment, a huge, terrible 
venomous snake (ophis) appears ‘from somewhere’ (pothcn) and kills Portunatus 
with a single bite. It then coils around Ckillimachus’ leet whilst blowing out in 
terrible fashion’ (deinds apophysdn), brings him down, sits upon his body and goes 
to sleep on top of him. At the same time a beautiful young man manifests himsell, 
whom Callimachus recognizes to be an angel. 1 he angel covers Drusiana s body 
again with his cloak, and Hashes sparks ol light Irom his eyes into Drusiana s. 1 le 
turns to Callimachus and tells him to die so that he may live. When |ohn, 
Andronicus, and the brethren arrive at the tomb, this is the scene that conlionts 
them. 'Phe angel explains that he has come to rescue Drusiana’s body from its 
impending shame and then ascends into Heaven. John orders the serpent to get 
off Callimachus, since he is destined lor conversion, and brings (.allimachus to his 


bill riUhcr dnivving iiptin ii niotil Ironi u common llcllcnislic iKulitiim ol hc.ilint’ iiiiiiiitiNCN. Itcil/cn 
stein 1906: 3, VVeinreich 1909: 171, 1.. Miiller 1932: 11. Koelller 1919: 163, |. Sclnv.n l/ 1931; 12. Albmi 
1993: 96 n. 21, I'bner el al. 2001: 167 «2. esp. 167 71, and VValchli 2003: 1 IH n. 232. 

Al Vita i S(U}isonii; 1. 18-30 Samson revives the boy alter he has died in a ridmp accident; but it is 
the revived boy that leads him to the dragon’s lair, which suggests he has encountered it belore. 

So Bremmer 2001c: 133; I'or broader discussion of the Ait> of John, see lunod and Kaestli 
1988 and Bremmer 1996. 
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feet. Callimachus begs to be admitted to the Christian fold. John proceeds to raise 
Drusiana from death (she may return to life now that she no longer constitutes 
a temptation tor Callimachus), and she in turn raises Fortunatus from death, 
despite his dubious entitlement to such a privilege. But the raised Fortunatus 
remains unconverted and accordingly dies again, once and for all, a few days 
later from the ‘blackness’ (melania) resulting from the serpent’s bite. One of the 
brethren finds him with the blackness spreading over him, and dead because it 
had reached his heart. John concludes that the Devil has taken his own child.’” 

For all that this tale is not a dragon-slaying tale proper, it sheds important light 
on the Lucian tale in so far as it combines, as the Thomas tale does, the motifs of 
dragon, of blowing out, and of revivification. Given Callimachus’ metaphorical 
death and rebirth in Christ, his assertion that he almost died during the serpent’s 
attack, and the emphasis upon John’s raising of Callimachus to his feet after the 
serpent attack, one wonders whether there does not lurk behind our narrative a 
simpler one, perhaps without the Fortunatus figure, in which it was more simply 
Callimachus himself that was killed by the serpent and resurrected by John. But 
the John tale in one respect corresponds more closely with the Lucian tale than the 
1 homas tale does, and this is in the attention given to the decay of Fortunatus’ 
body. Lucian describes the way the viper’s poison affects Midas thus: ‘Then we saw 
Midas himself being carried in on a stretcher by his fellow slaves, his whole body 
swollen and livid (pelidnos). Fie was clammy all over, and he was only just still 
breathing. It is rather easier to suppose that the Thomas tale and the John tale 
reflect a story-type already well established in Christian narrative culture at the 
time that Lucian wrote, than that they both separately spun their narratives out of 
Lucian’s. 

Additionally, we may take note of another of the parodic stories in the 
Philopseudes collection, that in which Ikicrates averts a manifestation of a massive 
anguipede Hecate by turning the bevel of his magical ring (acquired from an 
Aiab) to the inside of his hand. I he earth opens up, revealing the underworld 
beneath, whereupon Flecate plunges down into it, with the earth closing up again 
alter her. Ihis final motif aligns strongly with that of the final fates of Thomas’s 
dragon and Philip s Echidna, amongst others, both of which the earth opens up to 
swallow. Has Lucian displaced a motif from one of his traditional tales into 
another? We know that he does this elsewhere in the PhilopseudesJ^^ Lucian’s 
Hecate episode also exhibits affinities with that of the dragon of the Shepherd of 
Hernias, given that Hecate is presented as an attacking apparition, and the 
aversion of the attack results in eschatological revelation. 

We should note how tightly the Lucian tales, the dliomas tale, and the John tale 
cohere in time and place. Although we do not know exactly when Lucian wrote 
the Philopseudes, or where, in the course of his long wanderings that took in at 
least Athens, Rome, Cjaul, and F.gypt, we can say that he is likely to have produced 
it in the 170s and possibly as late as the early 180s, and we can say that he was a 


/\(7.s- of John 62-H6; lor text see Lipsius and Bonnet 1891-1903: ii. 1, 515-25. 'I'he terms used to 
tlesci ibe tlie creatine, ixfic, 71,86; otfic ndiLftirp/cdijc , 73; lo^joAor c fjvcTov, 75; hcti'ov ... r,<ooi’, 76. Seounc 
(inoffocdn'’. 71. /ifAfxi'/a; 86. 

Lucian Philopscinlcs 11. 

Lucian Philopseudes 22-4. Motival displacement in the Philopseudes: Ogden 20()7n: 241. 
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native of Syrian (now l\irkish) Samosata.’ ‘‘‘ It is thought, as we have seen, that the 
Acts of Thomas were written in the 22()s or the 230s in Eclessa, some twenty-five 
miles from Samosata as the crow flies, and that the Acts of John were written in the 
same city at some point in the first half of the third century And'' In the 
Philopseudes tale, therefore, we seem to have the earliest witness, for all tliat it is 
a parodic and indirect one, to the story-type that was to have such a grande 
fortune in the hagiographical tradition.'*^’ 


TYROLEAN TALES 

Many of the motifs of both pagan and early hagiographical dragon-lights alike 
intriguingly re-emerge in a folk-tale type attested across a swathe of Europe, 
principally in the German-speaking lands and their immediate neighbours."'' 
Some fine examples of it were collected in the 4’yrol in the nineteenth century. 
A tale from Steeg tells of a sorcerer that once lived there. Me promised to free the 
mountain woods of snakes, whose number had increased in a terrifying fashion. 
He went up onto the mountain, made a great pyre, then read spells from an old 
book. After a while, snakes shot out from here and there and plunged into the fire. 
Eventually there shot out a snow-white queen-snake, with a little golden crown on 
her head, her appearance preceded by shrill singing. For all that the sorcerer had 
warned the villagers of the dangers of such a snake, she leaped and pierced him 
through, so that he fell down as dead as a door-nail."^ A tale from Friedlach, 
partly reminiscent of the Pied Piper story, tells how it too was beset by a rapidly 
burgeoning brood of snakes, to the extent that they started to enter the houses, 
crawl onto tables, and eat the food from under people’s noses. Nothing worked 
against them: prayers, fire, or poison. 4’he villagers were preparing to up sticks and 
abandon their home, when an Italian stranger named Fridelo presented himself to 
them, and promised to rid them of the snakes so long as no one had seen a white 
queen-snake amongst them. Since none had done so, he proceeded. He had 
brushwood collected into a wide circle around an old oak on a hill, took up 
position in the tree and had the wood kindled. I le then began to play a lovely tune 

Ogden 2()()7 (j: 3-4. So Bremmer 200U-: 133. 

‘ One iniglit be tempted to find ludaeao-Christian imagery in the (lhaldaean’s fiery brealli too. On 
the one hand it might salute the punitive fiery hreatli otfehovah, repeatedly mentioned in both Old and 
New 'I’eslaments: Isaiah 30: 33, ‘hong ago was Topheth made ready, made deep and broad, its fire pit a 
blazing mass of logs, and tlie breath of tlie lA)rd, like a stream of brimstone blazing in it’ (New linglish 
Bible); )ob 4: 9, ‘They perish at the blast of God aiul are shrivelled by the breath of his nostrils’ (N1!B); 2 
Thessalonians 2: 8, ‘And then that lawless man will be revealed, whom the l.onl will destroy with the 
breath of his mouth’; d. also Samuel 22: 10, Bsalms 18: 13. However, we cannot categorically separate 
this motif from the pagan heritage, which had known of the fiery wiiuls usetl by /.eus against kyj'ihon as 
early as 1 lesiod ((ih. 2). 

ATU no. 672B\ Discussion of the type at Riihrich 1976: 193- 209, 321 2. 

'I'he text: Zingerle 1830: 181-2 no. 302; trails, at Ogden 2007r/: 88. l or the significance of the 
queen’s whiteness, not a motif known from (iraeco Roman antiquity, see (E. 3 (on the Grimm 
Brothers’ The White Snake). The vignette of the snakes’ destruction is strikingly similar to that of 
King janamejaya’s Sarpa-sattra, for which see (E. 6. hor the serpent killing its victim in the fashion of a 
javelin, d. Lucan 9. 822-7. 
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on a small flute, whereupon hundreds of snakes were drawn to the pyre from 
everywhere, houses, rocks, and ravines. They attempted to leap across the fiery 
circle, but in vain, and they all perished in the flames. The locals, standing on 
adjacent hills, thought hridelo had achieved his victory as they peered through the 
smoke and steam that rose from the pyre, and they began to shout for joy. But 
then a singing sound heralded the approach of the white queen with her terrible 
coils after all. She was able to leap across the pyre and kill Fridelo, though dying 
herself too in the flames. 'Fhe community honoured their saviour by naming their 
village for him (Friedlach, supposedly originally Vridelosaich, ‘Fridelo’s-oak’) and 
instituting an annual snake-mass in expiation of his soiil.^*"^ 

Flere we have familiar motifs: the burgeoning brood; a more terrible serpent- 
leader presiding over the brood; the deployment of poison against the snakes; the 
deployment of fire against them, most remarkably in the shape of the pyre onto 
which the snakes are summoned (cf. Flilarion); the production of ultimately 
deleterious, it not in themselves noxious, fumes by the snakes in death; the 
production of destructive breath by the sorcerer in the blowing of the flute; the 
battle of sound and silence, with the sorcerer bewitching the snake with his 
incantation and the snake bewitching him in turn with its singing, or deafening 
itself to the sorcerer’s incantation or music with its own singing or by taking 
advantage of the crowd’s obscuring cheer; the use of a circle against the snakes, 
within which the sorcerer takes up his position. And all these motifs are explicit or 
strongly implicit in Lucian’s tale of the Chaldaean snake-blaster. Lucianists have 
made the connection and debated whether the motif of the final death of the 
sorcerer was an ancient one, or an innovation subsequent to antiquity.Flow- 
ever, many of the I’yrolean motifs are explicit too in the ps.-Aristotelian tale of the 
Ihessalian witch’s battle against the hieros ophis snake discussed in Chapter 6: 
there the witch takes up position within a circle of herbs into which she attempts 
to charm the snake by imitating its own singing voice. When it arrives the snake in 
turn tries to use its singing against her, to put her to sleep. But as she succeeds in 
drawing the snake across the circle of herbs it is dried up (the motifs of poison and 
fire together here). Although she survives, the prospect of her imminent death, 
should she fall asleep and thereby allow tlie snake to leap over the circle of herbs 
and onto her, is strongly advertised. Even the notion that the hieros ophis snake 
presided over a plague of other snakes may lurk. 'Fhe tale as told is located in 
1 enos in 1 hessaly, but there never was a Tenos in Thessaly. No doubt the role ol 
the witch in the story has led the Mirabilia or its source to detach it from the 
familiar island of lenos and attach it rather to the 'FheSvSaly that was famous for 
witches. 1 he genuine Aristotle knew that the actual 'Fenos had once been named 
Ophioessa, ‘Snake-land’. 


'I’cxl: iVhr 1913: 37, no. 18; translation at OgdcMi 2()07n: 88 -9. A subtype of the IMecl Piper tale, 
Christiansen 1938 no. 3()h(), actually concerns snakes as opposed to rats; cf. CF Anderson 2()()(); 133-1. 

Cf. Raderinacher 1905: 313-16, 1909: 676-7, and 1927: 7-9, Miiller 1932: 43-7, and Ogden 
2007u: 88-93. 

Aristotle f393 Rose, (ipud Pliny Natural History 4. 65-6 and Stephanus ol Byzantium s.v. Tijvoc. 
Aristotle explains that the island of'fenos was once called Hydrocssa, ‘Watered’, because of its many 
streams, whilst others say that its old name is Ophioussa. Discussion at Krappe 1947: 323. 
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EARLY HAGIOGRAPHY AND THE GLOSURE 
OP PAGAN SERPENT GULTS 

What is the relationship between early hagiographical dragon-fights and the 
closing down, actual or aspirational, of pagan serpent cults? On the lace of it 
the narratives of Philip (the Hierapolitan one) and Silvester purport to document 
such closures. In the Hierapolitan narrative Philip devotes himself to ending the 
worship of the Echidna that presides over a whole serpent society at Ophiorhyme- 
Hierapolis. Silvester locks in a dragon that is pumping out evil fumes because it 
has been deprived of its pagan cull in Rome. In other narratives the mastery of a 
serpent seems to stand, if in part for the abolition of a serpent cult, nonetheless 
also for the abolition of pagan cults more broadly, as when Victoria assures the 
people of Tribulanum that their dragon will be easier to deal with if they cease 
from the worship of pagan gods in general. So loo in the subsequent (dement of 
Metz narrative, where the saint’s fight against the dragon and its snakes is aligned 
in a generalized way with his attempt to pul an end to idolatry, and conversion 
serves as a cure for the serpent-induced sickness. The serpent that Philip confronts 
in the Scythian version of his tale emerges from the base of a statue of Mars. The 
presumption probably ought to be that this serpent is an appropriately Salanized 
version of the never-anguiform Mars, rather than a simple representative of a 
pagan serpent cult as such. But the imagery itself is indeed that of a pagan serpent 
cult. The De viris ilhislrihus pseudonymously ascribed to Aurelius Victor describes 
the great Epidaurian serpent that the abassador Ogulnius will lake to Rome as 
gliding out to greet him from underneath the base of Asclepius’ (humanoid) cult 
statue. One wonders whether the Hilarion story found its origin in the place-name 
of Dalmatian Epidaurus, evocative as it was of Asclepius’ Peloponnesian home.‘““ 
'I’he roots of the hagiographical dragon-slaying tradition lie, we have con 
tended, in the second century ad. 'The Cduistians of this era would certainly 
have been confronted with the manifestations of pagan serpent cults at every 
turn. Snake-incorporating hero reliefs (C>h. 7), positively thriving in the second 
and third centuries ad, would have been a familiar sight in heroa and temples of 
all sorts. 'Vhe forms of Agathos Daimon and Agalhe 'I’yche, whose images were 
so common and prominent in the Pompeian houses of ad 79 iCh. 8), no doubt 
continued to grace the majority of fine houses across the empire. More prominent 
still was Asclepius (("h. 9). It was in the second century ad that his cult reached its 
zenith, with most of his 900 (known) shrines flourishing in this century.'"^ And 
they flourished not least in Asia Minor, the crucible of Christianity, where the 
malingering and garrulous Aelius Aristides expansively documented the acme ol 
the great Asclepieion of Pergamum in his Sacreii Tales, proclaiming its god 'the 
one’ (//e/s).’“‘ It was from second-century ad Asia Minor loo that the cult of 
Glycon, the New Asclepius, spread to all the lands around the Black Sea ((li. 9). 
No group of pagan gods or powers could have been better designed to invite 


I Aurelius Victor] Dc viris ilhislrihus 12. l- .C 

'I'he slirines are calaloguetl in the inonuniental Kietlniuiller 2003. 

h'or the Siicrvtl Tulcs see Belir 106S and I’etsalis Dioniidis 2010. Ilns: Siurvil liilv^ I. SO; tl, 
Belayche 2010: 162 3. 
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antagonism from Christians. On the one hand, in their serpent forms, they were 
the veiy embodiments of the Devil. On the other, in their welcomingness, their 
kindliness, their devotion to the wellbeing of families and to the healing of the 
sick, they occupied precisely the religious territory to which Christ aspired. As for 
Asclepius himself, the monotheistic responses he encouraged in his adoring pagan 
followers aside, there stood out amongst the exiguous mythology associated with 
him the facts that he was the son of a god (Apollo, with whom he maintained a 
close association) and a mortal woman; that he had specialized in miraculous 
healing, not least the revival of the dead; and that he had himself once been lulled 
before somehow mysteriously rising again: all grist to the mill of the narcissism of 
small differences.'"^ 

'I’he Christians of the second century ad were already actively targeting and 
campaigning against the Asclepian cults. An indirect but most important testi¬ 
mony to this is provided by Lucian again in his Alexander, written in or alter 181 
AD. lAician’s attack on Alexander and the New Asclepius Glycon, who, like old 
Asclepius and Jesus, healed the sick and raised the dead,'"^' is a vicious one by his 
own standards, and in making the attack he presents himself more explicitly than 
anywhere else in his extant corpus as an advocate and defender of Epicurean 
rationality.'"^ This is supposedly in response to Alexander’s own vocal campaign 
against Epicureans, which had included the burning of Epicurus’ books. Elowever, 
on two limited but significant occasions, Lucian notes that Alexander’s hostility to 
the Epicureans was matched by his hostility towards Christians: Pontus, Alexan¬ 
der declared, was full of the godless and Christians, who had the temerity to 
blaspheme about him in the worst of terms. And the mystery rites he set up began 
with a proclamation banishing ‘'Lhe godless and the Christian and the Epicur¬ 
ean. Why these cul-de-sac references to the Christians? Surely because it was 
they that were at the forefront of the campaign against Alexander and Clycon, and 
famously so (and note that Alexander gave them priority over Epicureans in his 
proclamation of banishment). If their role in Lucian’s account of the cult has been 
restricted to these two passing mentions, it is presumably because he prefers to 
articulate his own opposition to Alexander in terms of a traditional pagan 
intellectual apparatus. Despite this, it is an intriguing possibility that Lucian has 
taken over a piece of Christian imagery in describing Alexander’s death: does his 
description of Alexander’s festering leg teeming with maggots salute the maggot- 
devoured death Ciod visits upon Herod in Acts?'"'^ And the campaigns went on. In 
AD 331 CvOnstantine ordered the temple of Asclepius at Aegae in Cilicia to be razed 
to the ground, on the grounds that the demon that appeared by night to those 
sleeping in his temple was drawing people away from the true Saviour and into 


(.t. Itengstorf 1953. lAichm Alexander 24. 

I'or Lucian s explicit aligmnent with the Lpicureans in the Alexander see esp. 1,17, 25,44-7, 61; 
cf Caster 1937: 84-106, Branham 1984 esp. 150-62, 197-200, Victor 1997; 14-15, Ogden 2007u; 
18-21. 

Lucian Alexander 25, 38; ci. Victor 1997 ad locc. Lor a review of Lucian’s explicit references to 
(Tristians see Betz 1961; 5-13. 

Lucian Alexatider 59, ckojAiikojv ^ccac; Acts 12: 23, cKUiXyiKoftpoirnr. 'I'he argument is L. Robert’s, 
1980; 420. Poetic justice too, we may think, ibr the sponsor of a fraudulent worm. 
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deception. The last inscription from Epidauriis, dated to ad 355, accordingly 
commiserates with the Asclepius of Aegae for the destruction of his temple.^ 

On occasion we may detect the imagery of the Asclepian cults in particular 
refracted in the hagiographical narratives. When 'Fhomas’ dragon heals its own 
victim by sucking at the wound, we seem to have a subversion of the healing lick ol 
the Asclepian sacred snake (Ch. 10). And similarly when Philip cures serpent- 
inflicted blindness by rubbing the saliva of the holy virgin Mariamne into his 
patient’s eyes, we seem to have an ostentatious inversion of the healing use of the 
sacred snakes’ saliva.' The gate-wardens of Ophiorhyme faced by Philip may 
recall the imagery of Hygieia and Salus and more immediately of Alexander ol 
Abonouteichos and Glycon in carrying snakes on their shoulders. 

But the Christian response to Asclepius was not always simply one of attack. On 
occasion theologians could attempt rather to appropriate him.*'^“ 'fhe second- 
century AD Justin Martyr stands out amongst the early fathers for his willingness 
to take a conciliatory attitude towards the apparatus of paganism, the better to 
expound and justify the tenets of Christian faith. He acknowledges Asclepius’ 
emphatic resemblance to Jesus in respect of healing the lame and the paralytic and 
of resurrecting the dead.'*^'^ By way of attack he contends that the explanation lor 
the similarity is that the Devil created Asclepius as a raiser of the dead and healer 
of diseases specifically in imitation of the prophecies of C4irist.' '‘‘ But by way ol 
appropriation he exploits the similarity to explain to pagans that there is nothing 
strange or surprising in the Christian notion that Jesus was a great healer who died 
and ascended to heaven, for Asclepius had done just the same.*'’ 1’here were 
appropriations at cultic level too. Healing incubation cults in general were appro¬ 
priated by Christian saints (though the best-documented examples ol direct 
usurpations concern powers other than Asclepius),' '^’ whilst the Asclepian culture 


'Husebius of Caesarea Life of Constantine 3. 56, Sozonien Lcclesiastiail History 2. 5, Zonaras 
Hpitonw historiaruni 12c-d (an inleresliiig aflennalli); Id iv’ I nn. 438. C4’. l-clelslein and l-delstein 
1945: ii. 256, Schouten 1967: 69. 

Cf. Ainsler, Bovon, and Bouvier 1999: ii. 394, 397, 4()l, 404, 535-8. However, these scholars 
prefer to read the text as presenting rather an inversion of tlie work of C’ybele’s healing (ialli, Itir whom 
cf. Strabo C^629-30 and Damascius Life of Isidore apud Photius Bibliotheca cod. 242 ^13. 

See 1,. Herzog 1950: 797-8 for (diristian arguments against Asclepius, together with the generous 
selections of Christian texts incorporated into Bdelstein and hdelstein 1945. 

lustin Martyr Apology 22. 6. 

' Justin Martyr Apology 54. 10, Dialogiis 69. 3. 

'' ’ Justin Martyr Apology 21. 1-2. The corollary ol this was that late pagans could in turn ado}>l 
C4nistianized language in order to defend Asclepius, as in Julian Against the (lidiliunis 200ab, lor which 
see C4i. 9. 

'I’he most striking example of the direct usurpation of a pagan healing incubation cult by a 
Christian one is that of Sarpedon (his oracle had been known to Diodorus, 30. 10) by that of Theda in 
Isaurian Seleuceia. According to the 5th-century ad Life of the supposedly 1st century ad Theda 
penned by her devotee Basil of Seleuceia, Theda closed down Sarpedon’s promontory based incuba 
tion cult and silenced it forever {Life of Theda 1.28 Dagron). She did not then die. but, like Amidharaus 
before her, was swallowed directly by the earth (2. 1), and therealter ollered incubation cures ol her 
own in the church dedicated to her (e.g. 2. 7, 2. 34, 2. 39, 2. 41). Similarly, the healing incubation cult of 
the Dioscuri at Byzantium (schol. Persius 2. 56, 1 lesychius lllustrius Patria Constantinopolcos 15 
Preger) was supplanted by that of C.osmas and Damian ((Iregory ol Tours, Liber in gloriii nmrtyrinn 
beatoruni 97, at MGll Scriptores rennn Merovingicanon i. 2 jip. 553 4). Discussion at Deubner 1901); 
56-109, 1907, Hamilton 1906: 109 -71, Delehaye 1955: 143 6, Bonnechere 2007: 40. 
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of aretalogy as found in the Epiclaurian Miracle Inscriptions was ultimately 
absorbed into the Christian tradition of miracle-celebration.*'^^ The formerly 
clean-shaven Christ is even thought to have acquired the beard of his canonical 
iconography from Asclepius in the fourth century, d’ellingly, a second-century ad 
head of Asclepius was discovered in a palaeo-Christian basilica in Gerasa 
(Jordan).*-^” 

Let us look now in more detail at the two more expansive narratives that 
purport to report the closure of pagan serpent cults, those of Silvester and Philip. 
We will see that the cults they feature are a long way from any specific historical 
pagan serpent cults, and conclude that their primary interest lies rather in the 
assimilation of pagan dru/con-slaying myth. 


The case of Silvester 


'I’he pagan cult closed down in the Silvester tale resembles nothing we know of in 
pagan Rome, but it strongly resembles the cult of Juno Sospita at Lanuvium (for 
which see Chs. 5 and 10), and we cannot doubt that it is this cult that, somehow or 
other, lies behind the Christian traditions. As we have seen, Propertius and Aelian 
(along with images on the coins of L. Rosicus Fabatus) tell that blindfolded virgins 
at Lanuvium used to take offerings for a ravenous snake down into a deep cavern, 
and that it would snatch tit-bits from their hands. The snake’s acceptance was 
proof oi the girls’ virginity. Aelian interestingly notes that the girls were guided or 
drawn into the cirakons lair by its breath. The De prornissionibus variant of the 
Silvester tale, with its mechanical dragon and anonymous monk hero, seems 
particularly to evoke the Juno Sospita cult in so far as it presents us with a vignette 
of virgins descending to the dragon with their (supposed) offerings whilst signifi¬ 
cantly blinded by the absolute darkness. 

1 he pagan cult would seem to have been a going concern still in ad 140-3, at 
which point Antoninus Pius minted coins with the legends of the sort iunoni 
sisiu l Ai-: and images of Juno advancing with spear and oblong shield, a rampant, 
coiling snake at her feet.'-^'^ Aelian, writing in the early third century ad, still 
presents his account as ol a contemporary cult and a going concern, whether 
rightly or wrongly. At any rate, already by this time, it seems, Christian hmtasy 
had transferred this cult to, or had invented another one on the model of it for, a 
more famous set of Virgins, the Vestals at the heart of Rome. For, as we saw above, 
lerlLillian was associating the Vestals, in their famous role as guardians of the 
sacred flame, with that draco' by c. ad 207. No doubt the Christians found profit 
in associating the virgins ol the more central and prominent pagan cult with a 


‘I lie early 7lh century ad (?) liin omiiiui of Miracles of the Holy Martyr St Thcrapoti includes an 
aretological list ol that saint s achievements through incubation healing that is strikingly reminiscent ol 
the liMl. hbr the text see Deubner 1900; 113-3-1; note especially 15-22. Discussion: Deubner 1900; 
103-9, Hamilton 1906: 128-34, Riittimann 1986, and Dillon 1994: 258-9. 

' On the assimilation generally see l-delstein and Iklelstein 1945: ii. 108-9, 132-8, 255, Rengstorf 
1953, Schouten 1967; 70, Becher 1970: 29-55, 1 lolt/.mann 1984: 865, 896-7. 'I'he (lerasa Asclepius/ 
jesus: I.IMC Asklepios 352. 

/./MC; luno 26. 
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creature identifiable with the Devil. The starting point for the transfer was 
probably the fact that Vesta had an association with the Lanuvium cult and in 
particular with an aetiology of it (see Ch. Only a single, quite anomalous 

piece of pagan evidence brings the Vestal Virgins in Rome together with a serpent. 
It is the relief of Vesta herself from her temple dedicated by C. Pupius Firminus, in 
which the seated goddess holds an egg sucked by a serpent that rises up from 
underneath her throne.I’he eeisiest way to contextualize this image is with 
reference to the cult of that other famous Roman goddess, Bona Dea, over whose 
principal festival the Vestals presided.* *" As we have seen. Bona Dea was regularly 
depicted as a seated goddess feeding a snake from a bowl, an image-type derivative 
of Hygieia’s, and on occasion she was fully identified with this goddess as Bona 
Dea Hygia (Ch. 9).*^*'^ But perhaps the most powerful explanation for the serpent’s 
presence in this Vesta image lies in the identity of its dedicator. For C. Pupius 
Firminus, treasurer of the guild of bakers, was also the dedicator, in ad 144, ol the 
finest and most striking image of Asclepian serpents to survive from antiquity, the 
Louvre relief in which the humanoid Asclepius and Flygieia feed massive attend¬ 
ant serpents from their bowls (Fig. 9.1; see Ch. 9).* * * 4’he commissioner ol this 
relief, it is clear, loved his snakes, and was perhaps readier than most to insert 
them into iconographic contexts in which they did not strictly belong. 

But anyway, what we appear to have in the case of the Silvester narrative is a tale 
that is indeed rooted, ultimately, in a historical pagan serpent cult, but only in the 
most etiolated of fashions, and separated from it by an enormous amount ol 
intervening fantasy, including, curiously, a transfer of location. C>an the narrative 
be related in any way to the historical closing down of either cult? We can say 
nothing of the historical fate of the Lanuvium cult, since we hear no more ol it 
after Aelian, if indeed it continued even in his time. 'Fhe Vestals’ cult was only 
finally closed down (along with many others) by 'fheodosius in ad 389-91, long 
after the age of the historical Silvester, though at a point perhaps suggestively close 
to that of the initial composition of the Acts of Silvester, was a typological 
precedent sought for the contemporary act of closure?* *"’ 


' Plutarch Panillela tninorn 14 {Moralin 3()9a-b) = Pythoclos (4 Samos t//(j iv. p. 488 11; (,11. i 
452 = ILS ii. 1, 2968 = Hrnoiit 1957 no. 111. 

LIMC Vesta no. 30 (with hisher 1 lansen 1990 ad loc.) = CIL i. 787 {Vestac sacrum/ C. Pupius 
Firminus ct/ Mudascna tropliimc)\ cl. Santinclli 1902: 266-9, Reidinger 1958: 17i'>:^, Cireifenhagen 1967, 
Pohlkamp 1983: 20-2, 25- 6, Pailler 1997: 521, 562. 

Cicero Ad Atticum 1.13. 3, De haruspicum rcsponsis 37, Plutarch Cicero 19-20, Cassius Dio 37. 
35, 37. 45. See Brouwer 1989: 256, 361-9, 418, l-'isher-l lansen 1990: 420, Wildlang 2006: 312. On the 
Claudian-era relief altar cited in Ch. 9, Brouwer 1989 pis. xxviii- xxxi T i 81 - LIMC Bona Dea 1, Bona 
Dea is paired with an almost identical, though snakeless, image ol Vesta. 

Pohlkamp 1983: 22, 25-6 suggests that the notion that the placation of the serpent should lead 
specifically to the salus (health and safety) of Rome in Acts of Silvester recension A (1) may salute the 
role of Vesta as a goddess of health, or indicate a role tor the closely allied Bona Dea Hygia in the 
archaeology of the story; cf. also 75-6 n. 152 for the tendency of Renaissance commentators to identily 
Silvester’s serpent with Asclepius. 

” ’ /./MC Asklepios 252. 

Chronological confusion at MacMullen 2003: 477: 'after the Vestals had become a thing of the 
pagan past, their act and its explanation lived on in a confused memory by oral transmission until it 
was picked up by someone able to adajit it to an official church teaching: that jiaganism even in its 
darkest lairs could be confronted by a (Tristian hero and subdued. 
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The case of Philip 


We would be able to tie another hagiographic dragon-slaying to an actual pagan 
serpent cult if Ainsler, Bovon, and Bouvier, building on the work of others, are 
correct in their contentions that Philip’s Echidna is a refraction of Cybele-Atargatis, 
patron goddess of Hierapolis, and that she had a strong connection with serpents in 
her own right. As the Scythian Philip tale indicates, it is theoretically possible that a 
dragon could stand for any pagan god, whether they had significant serpent 
affinities of their own or not, and on this basis we can no more disprove than 
prove that the Echidna stands for Cybele-Atargatis. But the positive indications that 
she does so are weak. 4’he only consideration of any significance is the parallelism 
between C^ybele’s generally recognized role as ‘Mother of the Gods’ and the Acts oj 
Philip's presentation of the Echidna as ‘the mother of snakes’. Van Berg’s Corpus 
ciiltus deae Syriae and Lightfoot’s detailed work on Lucian’s On the Syrian Goddess 
have given us an expansive and sophisticated understanding of the Hierapolitan 
Cybele-Atargatis and her iconography. They show us that fish (though not sea- 
monsterish or serpentine ones) and, more prominently, lions played a substantial 
role in her iconography, but we are left with no room to intrude snakes into it.*'^^’ 
We may, just possibly, catch a glimpse of an early stage in the genesis of the 
tradition of Philip’s Echidna, and this at any rate seems to have little to do with 
Cybele-Atargatis. We know from ITisebius and Philip of Side that St Philip and the 
miracles performed by his daughters were already being spoken of by Papias, 
Bishop of Hierapolis, who wrote prior to the middle of the second century ad. 
Philip of Side interestingly mentions a report Papias had received from the daugh¬ 
ters of St Philip of a miracle performed by one Barsabas, also known as Justus: upon 
being put to the test by the infidels he had drunk ‘the venom of a viper’ (ion 
echidnes), remaining unharmed.’ ’^ 

It is hard, then, to detect a pagan cult, if there was one, directly behind the 
Philip traditions. But it is rather easier to find pagan myths lurking behind them, 
for they have the look of being Christianizations of a group of established pagan 
drakon tales already localized in and around Hierapolis. 

first, the name Echidna, ‘Viper’, had been borne by the anguipede consort of 
the also anguiform lyphon since the time of Hesiod’s Theogony, as we have seen 
(Ch. 2). In this poem she is given two characteristics with an emphatic resonance 
lor Philip s adventure. In the first place, she lives in a ‘cave, down below, 
underneath the hollow rock, far from the immortal gods and mortal men, 
where the gods ordained that she should make her glorious home’ (Aristophanes 


' Anislcr, Bovon, and liouvier 19%: 55-62, 1999: ii. 18-19, 304-12, 375-7, 396-402, 531-8 
(building on ihc work ot Weber 1910: 211-12 and Graillol 1912: 397, and followed now by Rutherford 
2007: 454). I'heir altenipls to link (.ybele’s lions with the leopard that falls in with Philip alongside the 
goat also remain unpersuasive. I'he goat they derive from the attribute of Cybele’s companion Attis, as 
at Pausanias 7. 17. 10; Arnobius A^dinst Ihc (icntiles 5. 6. for Hierapolis’ Cybele-Atargatis sec van Berg 
1972 and l.ighlloot 2003: 1 -85, esp. 19-34, 61 -5. It is noteworthy that the latter exhaustive study sees 
no cause to mention the Acts of Philip, the lichidna, dragons, or snakes in connection with the goddess. 

luisebius licclcsiastical History 3. 39; Philip of Side licclesiastical History exc. 6 (j\ 170 l)e Boor); 
see Amsler, Bovon, and Bouvier 1996: 17-22, 1999: ii. 374-5 (where the key Philip of Side text is 
reproduced), 441 -7. 
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subsequently makes her a denizen of the underworld itsell').' Philip’s cirakofi ol' 
the rocks lives beneath a great pile of rocks, whilst his Echidna is eventually 
swallowed by the earth at the behest of God. In the second place, Hesiod’s 
Echidna is signally the mother of a monstrous serpent brood, a conceit strongly 
embraced and elaborated by the Classical tradition {see Ch. Philip’s Echidna 
is introduced precisely as ‘the mother of snakes’ (Hesiod’s Echidna is surely a 
far better comparandum for this term that Cybele-Atargatis), whilst the desert 
cirakon encountered by Philip is presented as presiding over a brood of lesser 
snakes, eggs and all.'*'^^ Furthemore, Xanthus of Lydia located the battle between 
Zeus and the Hesiodic Echidna’s husband 4’yphon in Mysia and the Lydian- 
Maeonian Catacaumene, the Burnt Land, just fifty kilometres north of Phrygian 
Hierapolis.’'^* Diodorus located the fight actually in Phrygia itself * It was of 
course Typhon’s usual fate to be buried deep underground by Zeus at the 
culmination of this battle, typically under Etna in Sicily, as already found in 
Pindar. Again we think of the ultimate fate of Philip’s Echidna here, and ol the 
initial confinement of his cirakon of the rocks.Local tales may, accordingly, 
have sited both the cave of the Hesiodic Echidna and Zeus’ battle with her 
husband 4’yphon in the region ol'Hierapolis. If one wished to find a subterranean 
cave in which to locate a cirakon in Hierapolis itself, one lay ready to hand in the 
mysterious chasm for which it was famous, the Ploutonion, ‘Place ol Pluto’. 4’his is 
described in some detail by Strabo and Damascius, amongst others. It was most 
remarked for the fact that its hot waters belched forth mephitic gases that killed all 
who entered the cave (except for Cybele’s galli-priests).‘'”‘ As we have seen, the 
belching forth of noxious gases was a distinctive feature of ancient drakontes, and 
they were on occasion compared to underworld entrances in this regard (CJi. 6; 
above). And the motif of the belching forth of noxious airs is strikingly associated 
with Philip’s desert cirakon. Perhaps it was imagined that the Ploutonion s I nines 
were ultimately emitted by a cirakon within, much as it was imagined that the 
cirakon of Rome emitted fumes from within its subterranean hole. (II one wished, 
similarly, to site Philip’s adventure with the cirakon of the rocks within the 
topography of Hierapolis, one could point to the remarkable hanging terraces ol 
the thermal, travertine formations outside the city.)'’’ 


I lesiod Theogcmy 293-30; Aristophanes Vwgs 473. hor the idenliliealion of IMiilip’s licliidna with 
the Hesiodic one see Ki'ister 1913: 87-92. 

'Hesiod 'riicc^gony 

II is curious that Ainsler. Bovon, aiui Bouvier 1996: 66-72 sliould make so inucli ol tlie 
localization of Typhon in areas of Asia Minor around 1 lierajn)lis, and yet say notiiing ol his mother 
the Hchidna, who seemingly matches the hchidna of the Acts of Philip so well —perliaps because they 
are so keen on lying her rather to ('ybele. 

Xanthus of Lydia (Sardis) PXIrH 765 L' Ja and b. This is not the place to return to the juoblem ol 
Arima: see (di. 2. 

' Diodorus 3. 71. 2: orf hr'] ffxicn’ (lurnt’ Kdl Tovc yiyni'Tdc arcAtn’, A' /ur Pl>yni nr pi M\>\i\ i>v, 
Kara 6c TJjv ^Ppvyinv rove rrcpi /T'/xoi'fi. 

Amsier, Bovon, and Bouvier 1996: 64 and 1999: ii. 332-3 discuss the 1 yphonian imageiy 
associated with the desert and rock-pile dragons encountered in the Acts oj Philip aiul are keen to 
link these dragons with local volcanic phenomena. 

’ Strabo (4629-30 and Damascius Life oj Isidore at Bholius liihliolhcco cod. 242 §13. (4. Amsier, 
Bovon, and Bouvier 1996: 71-3, 1999: ii. 333-3. 

Cf. Amsier, Bovon, and Bouvier 1996: 70 2, 1991: ii. 326-7; they do not, however, make this 
specific connection to the second tlragon adventure. 
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Secondly, and curiously, it seems that a version of the Delphic drakon-shying 
myth was also somehow localized around Hierapolis. Two Hierapolitan medal¬ 
lions, one from the reign of Marcus Aurelius, the other from the reign of Elagab- 
alus, show Apollo shooting a rampant snake with an arrowd '’^’ An oracle text of 
the second century ad, seemingly of Clarian Apollo, and possibly also of the age of 
Marcus Aurelius, has Apollo refer to ‘the sacred earth being angry about the one 
my arrows slaughtered’, possibly with a local significance. Earth was of course the 
mother ot Apollo’s drakon-victim in the Delphic myth.*'^ It may or may not be 
significant that Nonnus uniquely applies the soubriquet ‘Cirrhaean Echidna’ to 
the Delphic drakon.^''"^ 

Ihirdly, Aelian tells, as we have seen (Ch. 5), that one of the races of the 
Ophiogeneis was created when a divine snake had sex with Halia the daughter of 
Sybaris in a grove in Phrygia.'Might the Ophiogeneis have mutated into Philip’s 
Ophianoi? One of the signal characteristics of the races of Ophiogeneis is that they 
are completely resistant to snakebites. Such a notion seems to underpin the test to 
which the Ophianoi gate-wardens of Hierapolis-Ophiorhyme subject their visitors, 
to see whether they are friend or foe, that of releasing their snakes against them. 

In the light of this, the Philip narratives seem to be rather more concerned with 
the (Jnistian appropriation and accommodation of the pagans’ own myths of the 
slaying of bad drakontes than they are with a Christian assault upon the cults of 
the pagans’ good drakontes. 

But the pagans were not the only people the Christians of the fourth century ad 
had to contend with. 1 he name Ophianoi seems, as we have noted, to be 
leminiscent of the Ophiogeneis of pagan tradition at one level, but it also carried 
a moie immediate and direct significance of its own in the fourth century ad. In 
the thiid century ad Clement of Alexandria and Origen had applied the very 
leim Ophianoi to a Gnostic sect reviled by the Christians, including, it would 
seem, those of Encratite persuasion, the sect more familiarly known as ‘Ophitai’ or 
Naassenes . In his Strornateis of c. ad 200-2 Clement of Alexandria notes in 
passing that the O^diianoi are a heretical sect named for the thing they honour, i.e. 
snakes (opheis).^^'^^ In the Contra Celsurn of ad 248 Origen, in disgruntlement with 
Celsus foi wiapping up Cdiristians and Ophianoi together in his abuse, contends 
t lat these Ophianoi, whose sect was established by one Euphrates, take up the 
cause of the Seipent of Eden on the basis that he gave useful knowledge— gnosis — 
to Ac am and Iwe, and that they are accordingly as hostile to Jesus as Celsus is 
limse f. Indeed they make a curse against God for his treatment of the serpent a 


. 1 Marcus Aurelius medallion); cf. also Svoroiios 1907: 219 (no. 390) 

^ l‘(»itt'nrose 1959: 95-6, Amsler, Bovon, and Bouvier 1996: 

/;>-6. 1999: n. 539-10. Rulhertord 2007: 453. 

1 . ‘'>id Slauher 1996 no. 4; cl. Lloyd-Jones and West 1966, Parke 1985: 153-5, 

ut lei oit 1 U--.->3 (with text). 1 he oracle was inscribed on a block subsequently reused in the 

loundat.ons ol the 3rd-century a,> temple of Apollo at Hierapolis. 

Nonnus Diotiysiaca 4. 318; cf. Pontenrose 1959: 79, 96. 

' Aelian Ntilurc ([j Animals 12 . 39. 

Clement ot Alexandria Slwniateis 7. 17. 108. 2. Por the Ophites in general see Gianotto 1992, 
Logan 2006 esj\ 40-6, with bibliography. Lor collections of key sources for them in translation, see 
Hendry 1971: 75-100 and Loerster 1972: i. 84-99. 
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prerequisite for entry into their community.Irenaeus had recorded tlie sect’s 
cosmogonic myth in c. ad 180. 4'his culminated in the birth of Ophiomorphos 
{‘Snake-form’), identified both with the all-important Serpent of Hden and also 
with the sea-serpent Leviathan, who encircled the earth and controlled il.'^’“ In liis 
Panarion of ad 374-7 Epiphanius told that the Ophites performed their Eucharist 
by releasing a snake from a chest onto an altar table so that it coiled over, thereby 
blessing, the bread that the faithful then ate.'^'‘^ Whatever the truth behind 
Christian writers’ notions ol the Ophites (and Cvelsus was no doubt right at least 
in part in so far as some ot them would have seen themselves as Cdiristians), these 
writers perceived them as espousing a sort of inverted Cdiristianity. One can well 
understand why the composers of the Acts of Philip and the Martyrion of Philip 
should have considered the Ophites, their god and all, worth taking on, and why 
they should set them up for defeat and conversion. 4'he Martyrion oj Philip does 
indeed present its Ophianoi as espousing an inverted C4iristianity: it tells how 
their newborn children are taken to the Echidna’s sanctuary where she licks them. 
By this sign the children are dedicated to the Echidna. 'This is clearly presented as 
an anti-baptism, and contrasted with the true baptisms Philip pertorms in the city 
during his visit (which then, owing now to the power of the sign ol the cross, 
continue to preserve the children from snakebites). 

If the complex and symbolically noisy tales ol the Philip texts document the 
closing down of any historical pagan cult, serpent-related or otherwise, at llier- 
apolis, by him or any successor prior to the age in which they were composed, it is 
hard to see it now. If the narrative has any actual cult in its sights, it is more likely 
to have been that of what might be termed the ‘real enemy’, the Cmostics next 
door. 


CONCLUSION 

4'he tradition of early hagiographical dragon-slaying narratives was established 
before the end of the second century ad, as is indirectly but nonetheless stiongly 
attested by Lucian’s tale of the Chaldaean snake-blaster. 4’he tradition is shown t() 
be the direct heir of the pagan drakon-shying tradition above all by its narratives 
continuation of the motifs of the symmetrical battle. 4’he hagiographical naiia- 
tives embrace a generalized fantasy about the closing-down ol pagan serpent cults, 
amongst pagan cults in general, but relate in only the most tenuous ol ways to 
any actual pagan serpent cults. In so far as the hagiographical tradition ol 

Origcn Contni Cchuni 6. 28; cf. also 3. 13, 6. 2-!. 6. 30. 7. -10. I'or the signilicancc in Ophite 
ihoLiglU of the knowledge imparled by the Serpent ol h.den, see also Irenaeiis 1. 30. 7. 

Irenaeus /y^ainst Heresies 1. 23-8. with dor ascription of the myth to the Ophilai) 1 heodoret 
hlaereticnrud] fabulartidi eoiftpeiutiuni, PI. 83. 361 8. (.1. also Origen (.otilrd i.elsudi (^. 21 and 30 (uilh 
reference to the diagram that illustrated the cosmic myth). 

i:iuphanius Pdiuirion {Aiidinsl the Ilerelies) 2. 37 -8 (37). It would he good to know whether any 
of the so-called Ophites had a conciliatory attitude to the kindly serpent gcnls ol the pagans, who were 
themselves sometimes incliiK'd to coil over altar tables; one thinks in particular ol the supuh 
1 lellenistic Agathos Daimon relief from Delos, I.IMH Agathodaimon no. 3. 

Mdrtyrion oj Philip 2 (A). 
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dragon-slaying narratives spoke, in its earlier centuries, to pagans, it did so less by 
negative attacks upon their actual serpent gods, and more through the positive 
appropriation and assimilation of their own long-established drakon-shying 
story-types. 

1 here is no need to mourn the slain dragon: alter all, he never did exist... in 
the real world. But he did exist, indeed thrive, in the world of stories, and he 
continues to do so as vigorously as ever he did, whenever his compelling tale is 
retold. 
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263, 265 ’ “ ’ 

Draco (lawgiver) 6,262-3 
draco passim; derivation, 2 
dracontias 176,240 
dragon passion in l-nglish usage 4 
drakaina 2-4, 28, 38, 40, 42, 44-5, 47, 52-3, 
69, 73 4, 80, 85, 101, 115, 129, 149, 151, 
154-5, 161-2, 172, 182, 187,222,229 ^33 
256-7,331,388 

Drakon (as personal name) 47, 154, 179, 183, 
185-8, 191, 263, 333; see also Draco 
Drakon (rivers) 286,291-3 


drakon passim; definition of term, 2-4; (folk?) 

etymology of term 173 
dreams 3, 173, 204, 250-1,280, 307, 311,313, 
331, 333, 346-7, 350-2, 361, 367-9, 371-2, 
386, 397 

drugs 33, 39, 58, 60-3, 109, 112, 129, 131, 
176, 198, 200-2, 207, 210-11, 214, 233, 
239-40, 242, 245, 265, 345, 351, 356, 

369, 371 

Drusiana 250,413-14 

Duris Cup 58-60, 156, 196, 201, 203 

earth passim; personified, 33, 36, 43, 45, 51, 
69, 72-6, 78. 82-3,85, 102-3, 115, 150, 166, 
181, 218, 247-54, 260, 424 
Echidna 45, 27-8, 36, 44, 58, 68, 70, 76, 
79-82, 104, 107, 114-15, 132, 135, 148-50, 
154, 161-2, 166, 173, 188, 193, 239, 248, 

306, 388-90, 393, 405, 408, 410-11,413-14, 
417, 422-5 

Echion 181, 192 
Echo 126-7 

Eden, Snake of 363, 383-4, 386-7, 390-1, 
397-8, 404, 424-5 
I'dessa 387,415 

eggs 7, 45, 76, 79-80, 150, 251, 253, 308, 316, 
321, 327, 330, 360, 364-7, 374-5, 388, 390, 
405-6, 409,411,421,423 
I'igypt, Egyptians 7, 11, 78, 88, 103, 124, 158, 
161, 174, 176, 189, 193, 199, 217, 221, 223, 
230, 243, 249, 252, 286-97, 300-1, 303, 
305-9, 312, 346-8, 365, 389, 394-5, 400, 
403, 414; see also Alexandria 
Eileithyia 204, 277, 348 
El 12 

Elagabalus 213-14, 291 

Elea 7, 112, 204, 277, 348 

elephants 185, 223, 232, 245, 258 

Eleusis 104, 110, 155, 267-8, 280, 312 

Elysium 49 

Ihneia 113 

empousai 90-1,259 

Encheleis 49, 52 

l-ncratites 387-8, 424 

Enkidu 15,95 

l-nlil 78 

linumaelis 11-12,78 
Epicureans 418 

Epidaurus (Argolid) 142, 174, 274, 303-4, 

307, 311-15,321, 337, 334, 350-2, 354, 
358-9, 361, 366, 369, 372-3, 376-7, 

379, 419; Miracle Inscriptions of 176, 310, 
313, 317, 331, 336, 351-2, 361-2, 367-9, 
378, 420 

Epidaurus (Dalmatia) 394,417 
Epidaurus Limera 313-4 
Lipiphanius, (Epiphaniusj 294, 296, 363, 

410,425 

l•:pirus 104, 192, 204, 281, 338, 357-8, 360, 
365, 370, 395, 405-6 
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Eratosthenes, [Hrastothenes] 31, 36, 38, 

164,332 

Erectheum 198, 267, 349, 364 
Erectheiis 259, 262-5, 267 
Ericthonius 3,6, 147, 160, 195, 197,259-67, 
270, 289, 349, 364 
Eriinina 76 

Erinyes 3-4, 6, 9, 51, 90, 136, 156, 172, 199, 

222, 248-9, 254-8, 363, 371, 378 
Eslandyar 66 

lithiopia, Ethiopians 5, 39, 66, 97, 158, 223, 
247, 355, 389; Ketos of, 15, 117-19, 123-9, 
131, 143, 147, 157, 164, 192,215,235 
Etna 69, 72, 76-7, 79, 107, 162, 183, 219, 

223, 423 

Eiiagon 212, 389 

Euripides 28-30, 33, 35, 37, 43-4, 45, 47, 
50-2, 60, 62, 73, 100-2, 111,118, 125-7, 
140, 158-9, 161-3, 168, 181-2, 186, 193,’ 

199-201, 208, 216, 222-4, 236, 

254-7, 346 

!•:Liryale 92, 96, 154, 190, 241 
Ihirybatus 5, 66, 89, 118, 166, 183, 291 
Eiirynome 78-9 

Eiirystheus 26, 30, 33, 64, 104-7, 110 
113-14,195 
Evadne 142 

exorcism 389, 396, 404, 410 
eyes 6, 9, 12, 23, 35, 37, 39, 44, 51, 55-7, 59. 
61-2, 64-5, 72, 77, 86, 91-3, 97-8, 107-8, 
113, 115-17, 119, 121, 133, 137, 142, 157, 

173, 210, 218-23, 225, 230, 233, 236-41,245, 
258, 287, 289, 311-12, 320, 332, 344, 347, 
368-9, 371, 373, 375-7, 380, 389-90, 393, 
398, 401,405-7, 409, 413, 419; see also sleep 

Fafnir 16-18, 35, 139, 174, 177 
fan 13 

tarting 91,352,398,408 
Fergus mac Eeti 16 
Filey, Dragon of 217 

lire 2,4,6, 11. 13-14, 18-9,21,23,26,30, 

32 -3, 42-3, 48, 51,55, 57, 60, 64, 69-70, 72- 
5, 77-8, 86, 95, 99, 101- 3, 107-8, 109, 115, 

1 17, 120, 129, 133, 137, 159, 162-3, 171, 
179, 183, 187, 207, 216, 218-27, 231, 233, 
237-8, 242, 244-5, 248, 256-7, 292-3, 303, 
310-11, 344-5,348, 362-3,384,386, 388- 
90, 391, 394-5, 400-1,404-7, 409, 412, 
415-16 

fish -I. 19,71,74,79,83, 116-17, 127, 129-30, 
132-3, 135, 165, 217, 261, 317, 375, 422 
fleece, golden 54,58-63, 188, 198,202-3, 
250,362 

Hoods 11, 78, 118. 121, 123, 292 
Florence, Oregon 229 
Florentius, St 398 9, 105, 409 
folk-lore, folktales 5, 11, 214, 28, 123, 163, 
165, 174-6, 213, 217, 225, 231, 238, 242, 
249, 295, 3 15-6, 350, 358, 381, 403, 

407-8, 415, 


Fortunatus 250, 413-14 
foundation of cities, cults, lestivals 88-9, 148, 
180, 183, 204, 263, 272, 286-7, 291-7. 309, 
313-14,353-4, 358 

Four-lined snake 7, 173, 295, 347, 359-60, 
366, 369, 374-9, 382; see also pareias 
foxes 174 
Fridelo 415-16 
F’riedlach 225,415-16 
F'ucinus 207, 213-14, 359, 379 
fumigation 6, 64, 211, 226, 231, 230, 234, 412 

Galerius 341 
Gallinaria 397, 402 

Cjames, Nemean 54-6, 58, 182, 317; Fythian 
179-80, 187 

genealogies 5, 148-51,214 
Cieorge, St 1,7, 23, 102, 383, 386, 399. 402-4, 
407-8 

Geryon 33,81, 114, 131, 148-9 
ghosts 86,89-90, 104, 108-9, 176,209, 
249-50, 255, 257, 308, 332, 339, 347, 4 11 
(hams 5, 48. 67-9, 73, 79, 82 6, 102 3, 115, 
117, 158, 164, 181, 195-7, 248-9, 254, 261 
giganlomachy 25,82-5, 145, 196,249 
Gildas, St 393, 407-8 
Gilgamesh 15,95 
Chance 149, 198 -9, 208, 242, 342 
Chaucus (lover of Scylla) 131 
(haucus (son of Minos) 345-6 
(hycon 7, 153-4, 157, 281, 305-6, 312, 314, 
325-30, 340-1, 355-6, 417 19; see also 
Alexander of Ahonouteichos 
Gnostics 424-5 
(h)hi, lean 234. 237 

gold 3, 12, 17-18, 24, 33, 35-6, 37, 39, 51. 
53-4, 57, 59-60, 62-3, 81.90, 144, 154, 158, 
161, 170 1, 174, 176-7, 185-6, 188-90, 198, 
202, 206, 216, 236, 240 -1, 265, 293, 299, 
310-11, 326, 327, 339 40, 362-3, 367, 372, 
379 -80, 386, 401, 403, 415; see also jewels, 
metal, treasure 

}yorgoneia 9, 84, 93-7, 103, 129, 237-8, 287; 
see also Gorgons 

(iorgons 3, 5, 9, 25, 28, 30, 71,89, 92-8, 102, 
115, 123, 125, 127 9, 131, 141, 148 9, 154 6, 
164, 171, 173, 185-7, 190, 192, 195 6, 201, 
215, 223, 236 8, 241, 248, 254 9, 287, 292, 
345; Gorgon-Aegis 68, 102 3, 1 15; see also 
Ihiryale, ^i^'()rtj()//e/</. Medusa, Stheno 
(iraeae 23.^92,94,97-8, 115, 148, 149, 

192,201 

(irass snake 375, 377 
Greek Magical Papyri 78, 188, 242, 300, 
306-7, 325 

Gregory of Fours 397 8. 408 
(irimm Brothers 139 40, 415 
groves 7. 55, 86, 113, 159, 202, 205. 212, 224. 
228, 231, 240, 242, 250, 281. 293, 323, 330. 
348, 351, 357 64, 366 7, 378, 382, 424; see 
also trees 
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guardians, serpents as 3, 6 , 16-17, 24, 33, 35-7, 
39, 40, 42-3, 45-8, 54, 56, 58, 60-2,69, 74-5, 
85, 92, 97, 105, 109-10, 114, 143-5, 147-8, 
154, 161-2, 166-9, 172-8, 183, 194, 196, 198, 
205, 229, 238-40, 248-51, 263-6, 282, 287, 
289, 304, 314, 336-7, 339, 343-4, 348-50, 
358, 362, 364, 382, 389,405,407,409; see also 
water-source, treasure, house-snakes 
Gunn, Hector 164 
Gyges 176 

Hades 92, 104-5, 107-13, 132, 184, 191,222, 
257, 307, 324; see also underworld 
Halia 212,296,330,424 
Halieis 313,351 
handkerchiefs 397, 403 
Harmonia 3-4, 48-53, 75, 79, 160, 167, 181, 
185, 195, 216, 277, 314, 316, 324 
harpe 26, 28, 31-2, 92, 118-19, 123, 126, 
128-9, 194-5, 234-6, 239 
Harpies 4, 35, 257 

heads, multiple 3, 9, 13-14, 25-33, 37, 51-2, 
65, 68 , 70-2, 75, 79, 81, 83, 85, 98, 105-8,’ 
111, 114-15, 129-30, 132-5, 137, 159, 171 
185, 187, 190, 195, 216-18, 221-4, 936 
241-2, 248, 255, 331, 385, 409; see also 
Gerherus, Hecate, Hydra, Ladon, Scylla, 
'I'yphon 

healing, heath 7, 15, 23-4, 142, 157, 175, 193, 
201, 204, 208, 221, 224, 247, 270-1, 283-4, 
294-5, 307-8, 310-46, 351, 358, 361-2, 365, 
367-72, 377, 382, 385, 390-2, 394, 400, 406 
408,412-13,418-21 

Hecataeus 29, 78, 107, 110 , 112 , 183-4, 210 
Hecate 3,6,44,62,82,84,90,134,251 954-9 
273,320,324,414 
Hedammu 13-14,75 
Helenus 24, 138, 141, 147, 368, 370 
Hell 76, 162, 247, 392, 395, 408; see also 
'l artarus, underworld 
I lellanicus of Lesbos 31, 50 
Hellanicus of Tarsus 79, 118, 121-2 
Hephaestus 44, 53, 69, 73, 92, 107, 217-19 
223, 260, 264, 266-7, 297 
Hera 27, 31, 33, 36, 38, 47, 60, 63-4, 69, 73 , 
75-6,91,96, 113, 118, 142, 146, 150, 193* 
196, 205, 225, 239, 269, 278, 332; see also 
)uno Sospita 

Heracleia Oontica 104, 107-8, 110, 112 
1 leracles 1, 3, 5, 6 , 15, 26-40, 50, 56, 58-9 61 
63-6, 70-1,73,80-2, 84-5,90, 102, 104-23’ 
128-9, 131-2, 135, 142, 146-7, 156, 159-6o! 
164-6, 169, 171, 177, 181-2, 184, 186-90, 
192-6, 199, 208, 210, 215-17, 220, 223-5’ 
227, 231, 233, 235-6, 245, 248, 269, 280, ’ 
297, 331, 334-5, 361, 404; see also 
1 leracliscus, 

Heraclides of Fontus 250 
Heracliscus 3, 5, 56, 63-5, 223, 225, 231 
Heraclitus (paradoxographer) 29, 36, 91,98, 
no, 184-8,411 


Hercyna 276-7, 317, 322, 324-5, 344 
Hernias 386,388,405-7,414 
Hermes 69, 71, 74, 77, 80, 92, 94, 104, 127, 
175, 180, 196, 217, 239, 258, 261, 300, 

314, 363 
Hermione 113 
Herodas 353-4, 365 
Herodorus 31, 37, 189 
Herodotus 81, 101 , 127, 132, 152, 189, 203, 
210, 247, 272, 304, 321, 323, 333, 349-50, 
364, 370 

heroes (heroised dead) 6 , 157, 163, 249-54, 
259-70, 287, 304, 318-19, 342 
Hesiod, [Hesiod] 27, 30, 35-6, 58, 71-2, 76-7, 
81,95, 98-9, 107-9, 114, 125, 134, 139, 142, 
148-50, 152, 161, 165-6, 174, 195, 214, 
218-19, 222, 226, 236-7, 239, 2411, 247, 
254,267-8, 272, 422-3 
Hesione 5,66, 116, 118-24, 128-9, 144, 186, 
191, 404 

Hesperides 5, 33-40, 61-3, 98, 109, 127, 153, 
184, 188, 190, 201, 203, 239, 362; see also 
Ladon 

Hierapolis 112 , 212 , 228, 387-91, 417, 422-5; 
see also Ophiorhyme 

hieros ophis 214, 225, 233, 237, 240, 242-3, 
296, 304, 416 

Hilarion, St 7, 244, 394-6, 404-5, 407-8, 410, 
416-17 

Hilary, St, of Poitiers 396-7 
Hippolytus 329 

Hippomedon 54, 56-7, 71, 169, 219-20, 268 
Hittites 11-15, 21 , 75-8, 103 
Homer, [Homer] 38, 42, 44, 47, 73, 77, 94 , 
100 - 1 , 105, no, 112 , 122 , 129-134, 150-1, 
155, 161-2, 172-3, 180, 185, 218, 221-2, 
229, 233, 239, 254, 264, 272, 280-1, 298, 363 
honey 39-40, 109, 290, 345-6, 347; honey- 
cakes 7, 201-4, 206, 281, 323-5, 328, 
348-9, 357, 364-7, 382, 384 
house-snakes 303-5 
Humbaba 15,95 
Hurrians 11 , 13-14, 75, 292 
Hydra 4-5, 15, 26-33, 37-8, 67-8, 81, 102 , 
118, 128, 133, 146, 148-9, 154, 156, 159, 
166. 169-71, 177, 184, 187, 193-6, 208, 
215-16, 223-4, 226-7, 230, 233, 235-6, 331, 
361, 411 

Hygieia 7, 157, 160, 174, 201 , 203, 251, 262, 
272-3, 277, 283-4, 300, 312, 314, 316-21, 
324, 335, 344, 361, 366, 370, 372, 419, 421 
Hyginus 35, 38, 45, 47, 51, 72, 85, 135, 138, 
145-6, 149-50, 164, 166, 168, 178,-9, 184, 
193, 209, 219, 222, 26, 242, 345 
Hymir 19 

Hypsipyle 54-8, 170, 182, 193 

lanuis 3, 142, 365 
laso 356, 368, 371 
Illuyanka 12-14,75,77 
Illyria 48 -9, 52-3, 216, 330, 366 
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immortality 27, 37-8, 81, 92, 118, 171, 190, 
249,264 
Inara 12-13 

incantations 62, 201,208-9, 211,213-14, 234, 
239-45, 359, 410-12, 416; see also prayers 
incubation 7, 175, 307-8, 313, 321-3, 331, 
337-40, 345, 351-6, 362, 368-71, 382, 390, 
419-20; see also asclepieia 
India, Indians 15, 103, 127, 143, 158-9, 165 
176, 200, 223, 228, 230-1, 236, 240, 242 ’ 
244, 258, 291, 303, 333, 345, 350, 359, 36^ 
380, 382, 384, 405-6 
Indo-European 1,5,11,15-21,105 151 
153,244 

Indra 16,21,165 
lobates 98-100, 104 

lolaus 26-33, 102, 119, 169-70, 193-4 '^15 
224,235 

lonopolis 328-9 

Iphicles 30, 63-5, 147, 210, 215, 224 
Iran, Iranians 13, 15, 66, 384; see also Avesta 
Ireland, Irish earth 15, 23, 295, 358 401-^ 

Isis 159, 175, 297, 300 -1, 305-8, 316 
Isle of Man 18 

Jacob (brother of Jesus) 385, 409 
Jacob’s ladder 386 
Jacobus de Voragine 402, 404, 407 
Japan 164-5, 303, 380-1; see also Shirohebi, 
Susanoo 

Jason 1, 5, 54, 58-63, 155, 192, 196, 198, 
201-3, 207, 209, 245 
Jeremiah 236,293-7,410 
Jesus Christ 385-98, 401 - 3, 406, 409, 412-14, 
418-20,424 

jewels 158, 176-7, 242, 259, 393 
John Malalas 188, 238, 292-3 
John, St 250,413-14 
Joppa 16, 118, 124, 127, 164, 404 
Juno Sospita 7, 205-6, 231,320, 324, 348, 357, 
360-1,365,370, 420 
Justin Martyr 419 

kantharos 251, 253, 318-19 
Kasios, Ml 12, 75-7, 153, 162, 292-3 
kelesis 209, 242 
Keton 186 

keios, defined 116-18; Ketos, as personal 
name 186, Ketos of Ethiopia 15, 117-19, 
123-9, 131, 143, 147, 157, 164, 192,215, 
235; Ketos of froy 5, 59, 66, 117-23, 129, 
133-4, 143-4, 147, 193, 196; see also Scylla 
kibisis 92-3, 124-5 
Kiskilussa 12,77 
Knossos 8, 88 
Kothar 12 

Lacus (Airtius 393 

Ladon 3-5, 29, 34-40, 61 -2, 67, 98, 118, 132, 
148-9, 153-4, 156, 158-9, 161-2, 164, 
173-4, 177, 184-5, 188-91, 193, 196, 201, 


203, 206, 230, 233, 239, 248, 362, 365, 370, 
378; see also I lesperides 
Eamashtu 15, 90, 92, 95, 154 
Lamia, laniiai 5,44,66,68, 81-2, 85-92,95-7, 
115, 132, 134, 138, 143, 154-5, 161-2, 166, 
168, 182-3, 187, 192, 227, 291 
landscapes 6, 148, 161-5, 183, 188 
Langia 54-5, 169 

Lanuvium 7, 205-6, 231, 320, 348, 361, 

366, 420-1 

Laocoon 5,96, 117, 135-47, 150, 156, 158-60, 
162, 192, 195-6, 215, 316 
Laomedon 118-19, 121, 144 
Laphystion 113 
Lares 157,308 
Large whip snake 375-8 
Lasia 403-4 

Lebadeia 276-9, 322-5, 331, 344, 357, 372 
Lebena 173, 314, 335-6, 344,354 
Lemnos, Lemnian earth 54, 145-6, 295 
Leopard snake 303, 375, 377, 379 
Lepidus 228-9,236 
leprechauns 16 
Lerna 26-33, 169-70, 224 
Ix'rnos 187 

Leto 40-8, 172, 185, 217, 358 
Leviathan 12, 14, 75, 384-5, 390, 425 
Libanius 293, 358 

Libya 6, 85, 89, 91-2, 96- 7, 103, 115, 150, 

185-6, 188, 193, 201,209 11,217, 220, 227, 
236, 296, 298, 350, 389, 404; see also 
Gorgons, Lamia, Psylli 

licking 7, 138-9, 141,212, 234, 243, 342, 346, 
356, 367-71, 382, 390, 419, 425 
Linus 87-8, 182 

lions 4, 23, 25, 53, 58, 67, 72, 75, 78-9, 84-5, 
93,95,99-101, 103, 107-8, 111, 116-17, 
155, 159, 163, 176, 187-90, 193-5, 

216, 221 -2, 241, 332, 384, 422; see also 
Nemea 

loadstone 232 
love 341-2 

Lucan 37,96, 107, 150, 176, 180,201,205,210. 

214,217,220,228,230 1, 234, 236-9,243 
Lucian 7, 24, 16, 57, 79, 109 10, 164, 171, 
204-5, 220, 258-9, 279, 305, 325, 327 30, 
340 1. 355-6, 367, 411 16, 418, 425 
Lucilius 242 
luck, good 271 309 
Lu^al-c 1 1,78 

Lycia 44, 98 101, 158, 163, 222 
Lycophron, ILycojihronl 86, 118, 121, 123, 
129, 134, 188, 214, 238, 269 
Lysander 269 70 

Ma Ga 10 

Macedonia 74, 76, 282, 289, 294, 301, 333 5. 

375, 397; see also Alexaiuler the (ireat 
Macrobius 47, 174, 189, 320, 359 
maenads 3, 9, 46, 156, 160, 340, 363, 369, 
371,378 
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Malta 385 

Manclho 297, 307 

Manilius 121, 127-8, 247 

Marcellas, St 7, 396-7, 400, 403, 405, 410 

Marcluk 11, 15, 78, 124-5 

Mariainnc 388, 390, 405-6, 411, 419 

Marina (Margaret), St 7, 401, 407, 409-10 

Markopoulo 378-9 

Marmaridae 211,243 

Marriiviuni 208-9, 213, 379; 

see also Marsi 
Mars see Ares 

Marsi 6, 61, 198, 207-8, 209, 212-14, 232-4, 
240, 242-4, 320, 359, 379 
Massylians 39,201,365 
masters of serpents 192-5, 209-14 
measure, Pythian 179-80 
Medea 3-6, 25, 39, 53, 58-63, 65, 109, 149, 
156-7, 165, 198-209, 233, 239-40, 242, 265, 
314,320, 366,411 

Medusa 5, 15, 23, 30, 68, 72, 92-8, 102-4, 
114-15, 118, 123-4, 129, 131, 148-50, 154, 
156, 171, 185-8, 190, 192, 196, 210, 228, 

235, 237-8, 241; see i\\so gorgoiieia, 
Ciorgons 

Megara 131,279,322 
megara 204, 350 
Melampus 24, 139-42,322,368 
Melqart 193 

memoriali'/ation 144, 148, 163, 178-83,239 
Memphis 289, 295, 297, 308 
Menestralus 5, 65-6, 89, 118, 123, 278 
Menippus (Lucian) 110 
Menippus (Philostratus) 90 
Menoeceus 181 
Me roe 91 

Messene 331,335-6,351 
metal (bronze, iron) 17-18, 27, 31, 33, 51, 60, 
66, 73, 88, 90, 97, 102, 105, 107, 111-12, 
144, 146, 171, 174, 176-7, 218, 221, 232, 

236, 241, 326, 362, 386, 392, 405; see also 
gold, treasure 

metamorphosis 3 

Metelis 7, 290, 347-8, 365 

meteorology 189-90 

Michael, St 385, 392, 395, 404, 408 

Midas 411-14 

Midea 113 

Midgard Serpent 19 

Mimir 18 

Minoans 5,7-9,88, 199 
mistresses of animals 8, 15,95, 195; of 
serpents: 6, 195-209 
Montpellier snake 375-8 
Mounychia 273 
niu iniris 16 
Musaeus 110 

Mycenae, Myceneans 5, 7, 9-10, 101, 113, 
178, 241, 

mysteries 104, 1 10, 280, 294, 373, 418 


Naassenes 424-5 

Nagas, Naga-rajas 165, 176, 200, 244-5, 345, 
346, 380-2 

Naiads 98, 166-7, 170, 172, 183, 205 
names (for serpents) 151-5 
Narcissus, St, of Gerundum 389, 400, 403 
Nectanebo 280,334-5,340-1 
Nemea, Serpent of 3, 5, 28, 50, 54-8, 158-9, 
166, 168, 177, 182, 192-3, 205, 216, 220, 
222-3, 234-5, 248, 321, 361; Lion of 58, 81, 
101, 148-9, 182, 195, 248, 334 
nereids 116, 123, 126 
Nero 290, 300, 305, 307, 326, 339-40, 345 
Nessus 33,208,224 

Nicander 30, 33, 66, 72-3, 88, 136, 150, 158, 
161-2, 166, 193, 217, 220, 224, 231-2, 345, 
358, 366, 268, 373, 376-7 
Nicasibula 331, 336-7, 351, 369-70 
Nicoteleia 335-6 
Nigizzida 15,310 
Nile 165,286,291 
Nimrud 12, 15, 124 
Ninurta 11,78 
Nisyrum 82 

Nonnus 46, 51, 53, 72, 75-9, 85, 97, 117, 
158-61, 181, 192, 216-17, 220, 235, 238, 
240-1,248, 424 
Nora 355 

Norse 15-23, 105, 139 
nymphs 86,92,98, 129, 131, 135, 146, 162, 
166, 169, 172, 205, 275, 278, 298; see also 
nereids 

Oclavian-Augustus 212, 289, 297, 337-9, 341 
Odysseus 1, 112, 129-35, 140, 157,344 
oikouros ophis 7, 40, 53, 144, 197, 203-4, 
265-9, 289, 304, 324, 331, 347-50, 357, 
364-5, 367, 370, 376, 379 
Olympias 280,296,331-5,338,340-1,356,363 
omphalos 47, 87-8, 172, 178, 276, 285 
Onesicritus 333 

Opheltes-Archemorus 54-8,65, 147, 170, 

182, 216, 234 

Ophiogeneis 6, 79, 209, 211-15, 232-3, 296, 
330, 389, 424 
Ophiomorphos 425 
Ophion(eus) 78-9 

Ophiorhyme 212, 388, 405, 407, 409, 417, 
419, 424; see also Hierapolis 
Ophiouclios (Ophiuchus) 184, 208, 216, 343 
Ophioussa 166,416 

ophis passim; the term, 4; see also hieros 
ophis, oikouros ophis 
Ophitai (Ophites) 363, 424-5 
Ophiteia 147, 163 

oracles 36, 40, 42-7, 52, 82, 86, 112, 162, 172, 
174, 204, 227-8, 268-70, 289, 297, 306, 321, 
323, 325-7, 332, 343, 349, 356, 364-5, 393, 
419, 424 

Orontes 75, 165, 292-3 
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Oropus 193, 317, 321, 325, 343-4, 355-6, 

367, 372 

Orpheus 62, 78, 110, 239, 242, 248 
Orphic Argonautica 62, 239-40, 242, 362 
Orlhiis 5, 58, 81, 114-15, 148-9, 193 
Osiris 78, 297, 307 

Ovid 30, 37, 43, 45, 47-8, 51, 57, 62, 72, 86, 
96, 111, 121, 127, 131, 159, 161, 163-5, 167, 
170, 177, 179, 200, 208, 213, 219, 222-3, 
228, 238-9, 248, 265-6, 274, 311 

pairs of serpents 3, 5, 8, 20, 23, 25, 36, 43, 52, 
63,71,76, 84-5,95, 117-18, 135-6, 138-47, 
150, 158-60, 169, 185, 193-200, 215, 223, 
225, 231, 235, 241, 253, 255, 258, 264-5, 
269, 275, 277-8, 298, 302, 305-6, 308, 316, 
320, 324-5, 333, 349, 352, 354, 362-5, 368, 
370; see also chariots, Ericthonius, 
Heracliscus, Hercyna, Mygieia, Laocoon, 
Helenus, Eolyidiis 

Palaephatus 30-1, 33, 51, 97, 102, 133, 163 
183-8,225 
Fan 69, 74, 77 
Panacea 368, 371, 

Pandrosus 260, 264 
Panthia 91 

pareias 80, 294-5, 304, 352, 356, 362-3, 369, 
372-8; see also Pour-lined snake 
Pariuni 6, 209, 211-14, 296 
Parnassus 42,44-6, 162, 164, 172 
Patrick, St 7, 295, 358, 385, 399, 401-2, 
411-12 
Pat rod us 249 
Paul, St 385, 394, 406 

Pausanias 29, 32, 36, 65, 79, 87, 89, 112-13, 
118, 146, 163, 166, 169, 171, 179, 184, 186, 
204, 211, 227, 231, 265, 268-9, 273, 280-1, 
284-5, 307, 313-15, 318, 323-5, 335-6, 344, 
348, 350, 354-5, 357, 360-1, 364-5, 374, 
376-7, 379 

Pegasus 15,92,94-5,99-102, 148-9, 187, 

190, 196, 221 

Pelethronium 345, 366, 368, 373 
Pelion 158, 345, 366, 368, 373, 376-7 
Pellana 272-3, 279 

Pergamum 82, 84, 196, 248, 311, 313, 328, 
344, 361, 372, 417 
Periphas 262-3 
Perpelua, St 386 

Persephone 80, 104, 108 9, 111, 114, 158, 
197, 240, 258, 282, 320, 324, 331 
Perseus 1, 5, 15, 23, 37, 66. 92-9, 103-4, 110, 
115, 117-19, 123-9, 131, 150, 164, 178, 
186-8, 190, 192, 195, 201, 210, 215, 235, 
237-9, 241, 245, 292-3, 328, 403 
Phaeacis 63 
phartaaka see drugs 

Plierecydes of Athens 35-8, 50, 60, 64, 123, 
125, 150, 154, 170 
Pherecydes ofSyros 78-80, 250 


phialai 35, 61,63, 160, 201-2, 233, 239, 252, 
262, 273-4, 277, 285, 300-2, 315-16, 
318-20, 330, 335, 360, 366, 370 
Phidias 265, 288, 318, 376 
Philip of Macedon 86, 331, 334-5, 338, 341 
Philip, St 7, 81, 212, 387-91, 393-4, 398-9, 
404-11, 413-14. 4 17, 419-20, 422-5 
Philo of Hyhlos 79, 227, 289, 306 
Philoctetes 3, 145-6, 295, 304, 364 
Philostrati 52,89-90, 121, 139, 158-60, 170, 
174, 176, 219, 223, 231, 236, 242, 265, 350, 
357, 365 

Philunienus 158 
Phineus 23, 123 
Phlegra 82, 102 

Phlegraean Fields 76, 82, 162, 277 
Phorcys 34,36,96,97-8, 129, 132, 134-5, 
148-9, 188 

Phrygia 6. 77, 102, 12, 180, 184, 209, 212, 296, 
330, 387-8, 423-4; see also Hierapolis 
Phylarchus 265, 290-1, 348-9 
Pindar 43, 45, 59-60, 64, 73, 76-7, 96, 105, 
107, 142, 152, 161-2, 167, 170, 179-81,207, 
217, 219, 225, 241, 247, 365, 423 
Pindus 282, 334 
Piraeus 273-4, 278, 283-4, 352 
Pirithous 109, 114, 248 
Pisander of Canhrus 29,35-6, 169 
Plautus 64, 159-60 
Pleistos 162, 172 

Pliny the Elder 48, 129, 137, 139, 163, 176, 
208, 211 -12, 217, 221, 227-8, 228-34, 236, 
243-4, 249-50, 295-6, 302, 304, 339, 

345, 358-9 
Ploutonion 423 

Idutarch, (Plutarch] 42, 45, 47, 90, 100 1, 
104, 163, 179, 180, 185-6, 188-9, 206, 229, 
249-50, 268-9, 279, 281, 283, 291,296, 299, 
307, 313, 318-20, 331-3, 349, 363-4, 370 
Podalirius 341 

poisons 6,40,42, 104, 107-8, 115, 131, 146, 
149, 167, 190, 198, 201-2, 208-9, 211,214, 
232 4, 245, 283, 295, 345, 358, 366, 

401 2, 406 7, 412,415 16; sec also aconite, 
venom 
Polybotes 82 
Polyclitus 272 3, 284-5 
Polydectes 92, 104, 238 
Polyidus 23,92, 185, 191, 345 -6 
Pompeii 157,273,308-9 
Pomponia 332 
}>oppies 39 40, 302, 306, 365 
Porceus 135 
Porphyrios (whale) 1 17 
Prasiake 384 

prayers 13, 101, 234, 239, 258, 283 1, 292, 
294, 311, 327, 340, 368, 379, 388, 392, 394, 
396 8, 100 1, 403 5, 409 10, 113. 115; xv 
also incantations 
Priam 119, 1 10 
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priestesses 7-8, 39, 46, 203-4, 206, 320, 
348-9, 357-8, 360, 370, 396; see also virgins 
Proetus 98-9 

Propertius 131, 170-1,205-6,348, 

361, 420 

prophecy, prophets 3, 17 18, 24, 45-8, 138-9, 
141-3, 157, 182, 193, 205, 236, 251, 294, 
323, 325-6, 330, 340, 343, 355-7, 368, 389, 
419; see also Alexander of Abonouteichos, 
(Cassandra, Helenus, Jeremiah, Melampiis, 
oracles, 4’iresias 
propitiation 280-2, 328, 392 
Psamathe 87, 182 

pshent 289-90, 301, 305-6, 308, 320 
Psylli 6, 61,64, 205, 209-14, 231-4, 236-7, 
240, 243, 296-7, 348, 389 
Ptolemy 1 Soter 287, 291-2, 294-5, 304, 307, 
332-3,346 

Ptolemy 11 Philadelphus 223, 297, 342, 355 
Ptolemy IV Philopator 250, 287, 290, 298 
Pupiiis Firminus 316, 321, 366, 421 
Pythagoreans 157, 326-8 
Pythes 104, 179, 186, 268 
Pytho see Delphi 

Python 1, 5, 36, 40-8, 88, 104, 115, 132, 147, 

149, 151, 153, 155-6, 161-2, 164, 166, 172, 
178-81, 185-6, 190-2, 204, 208, 227, 229, 
248, 263, 268, 357, 408 

pythons 2, 372 

Quintus Smyrnaeiis 33, 109, 136-8, 144-6, 

150, 158, 160, 162, 235 

Ra 11 

Ragnarr Lodbrok 20 
Rahab 14, 384-5 

Rat snakes 2, 7, 374-5, 377, 380, 382 
rationalisation 6, 29, 33, 43-4, 47, 51, 62, 88, 
91,97, 100, 102, 107, 109-10, 112, 128’, 
138-9, 148, 154, 163-4, 171, 179, 183-91, 
193, 207, 225, 231, 259, 263, 267-8, 299, 
333,346,357,377,411,417 
Redcrosse Knight 404 
Regin 17-18, 139 

Regulus 5,66-7, 165-6, 183,205,217, 

226,241 

Renenwetet 297 8 

Revelation Dragon 385-6, 392, 394-5, 404 
Rhea 79-80,331 
Rhianus of Bene (Lebena) 335-6 
Rhyndacus 230,232 
Rigveda 16, 21, 105, 165 
rivers 6, 17,45,53,64,76,86, 108-9, 135, 138, 
153, 164-9, 172, 184, 193, 205, 218, 227, 
229-30, 281 -2, 286, 292-4, 308, 324-5, 375, 
400-1; see also Achelous, Bagrada, Drakbn 
(rivers), Nile, Orontes, Rhyndacus, Sagaris, 
water-sources 

rocks, stones 15, 19,24,27,31,33,47-9,50-1, 
54, 56 7, 63, 71, 74-5, 82-3, 111, 118-28, 
131-2, 143, 161, 164, 166-7, 169-72, 177, 


181,183, 207, 211,216, 220, 223, 228, 231 -2, 
235-6, 239-40, 248, 272, 276-9, 293, 295, 
300, 312, 344, 346, 350, 360-1, 374-5, 380, 
388-90, 393, 400, 404-5, 408, 410-11,413, 

416, 422-3; see also jewels 

Rome, Romans 5, 17, 66-7, 138, 183, 205-6, 
212, 213, 217, 229, 274, 284, 291, 302, 304, 
311-13, 314, 319, 340, 343, 358-9, 369, 
391-4, 396, 401, 404-5, 407-8, 414, 417, 
420-1, 423; Dragon of Rome, 391-3, 401, 
404-5, 407-8; see also Bagrada Dragon 
Roscius I-abatus 205-6 
rotting 6,38,40,42, 109, 118, 151, 180,217, 

229- 30, 394, 396, 408-9, 411 
Rufinus of Aquileia 394, 404, 407-8 

Sabazius 80, 251, 282, 304, 328, 331, 363, 373 

Sabra 403 

Sacadas 180 

Sagaris 166, 184, 193 

Sai 290,297-8 

Salamis 198, 267-9 

Saliva 6, 115, 210, 212, 232-4, 237, 369, 390, 
406,411,419 

Salus 201, 317, 319, 329, 335, 419 
Samson, St, of Dol 399-400, 403, 405, 407-8, 
410, 413 

Saon of Acraephnium 324, 364 
Sarapis 159, 175, 287, 290, 301, 305-7, 316, 
330, 333, 347 
Satan see Devil 
Sauska 13 
scapegoats 225 

Scipio Africanus 212, 250, 332, 338-40 
Scylla 4-5, 44, 82, 85, 91, 116-18, 129-35, 
144, 147, 149, 154, 161-2, 164, 183, 187-8, 
190, 192, 223, 255 

Scythia, Scythians 81, 132, 188, 193,391, 

417, 422 

sea-serpents see kete 

Seneca, [Seneca] 39, 107-8, 111-13,208,220, 

230- 1, 242 
Septerion 47, 179 
Septuagint 217,383-4,406 
Seriphos 92 

serpens (the term) 4 
Seth 78, 292 

Seven against 'I'hebes 5, 54-5, 169, 182, 192, 
216; see also Adrastus, 1 lippomedon, 
Ckipaneus 

Shahnanieh 66,81,291 
shields (their blazons, their strap- 

decorations) 3, 28, 37-8, 63, 70-1, 84, 
92-3,96-7, 111, 144-5, 156-7, 173, 177, 
195-7, 216, 219, 237-8, 251, 270, 289, 

336,420 

ships 17, 60, 63, 187-8, 203, 206, 226, 231, 
253,268-9,311-14 
Shirohebi 380 1 

Sicily 73, 75-7, 82-3, 211, 273, 295, 374, 423; 
see also Idna 
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Sicyon, Sicyonians 118, 127, 174, 181, 313, 
319, 335-7, 354; see also Aratus of S. 
Sigemund (Siegmund) 16-17, 21 
Sigurd (Siegfried) 16-20, 23-4, 139-40, 177 
silence 240, 243-4, 410, 412, 416 
Silius llaliciis 67, 159, 161, 166, 183, 205, 210, 
222-3, 226, 228, 242-3, 332, 339 
Silvester, St 7, 391-4, 396, 399, 404-5, 407-8, 
417, 420-1 

sinews 42, 69, 74-7, 162, 236 
siring by serpent 330-42 
Sistram 20 
skeletons 118 
Skopje 53, 330 
slaver 104, 108, 112, 115, 184 
Sleep, sleep-casting 5-6, 33, 35, 37, 39-40, 55, 
58, 60-3, 74, 81, 91-2, 96, 113, 131, 133, 
159, 165, 175-6, 198, 202,210-11,213,218, 
221, 225, 227, 233, 237-40, 242-3, 245, 280, 
305, 317, 331-2, 337-41, 346, 349, 351-2, 
354-5, 359-62, 365, 367-9, 379, 394, 397, 
413, 416, 418 

smell 91,212, 227, 229-31, 23, 240-1, 369, 
377, 396, 408; see also airs, breath, farting, 
rotting, winds 

snakes passitn; sacred, 347-82; snake 
goddess 8-9, 88, 199 
Snap of Norwich 1 
socio-biology 24-5 
Solymi 101 
Sopliocles 313 

Sosipolis 7, 147, 204, 267, 277, 348, 365, 370 
sound 6, 134, 228, 236, 240-4, 269-70, 290, 
294, 350, 360, 410, 412, 416; see also 
incantations, prayers, silence 
source see water-source 
Sparta, Spartans 3, 97, 147, 250-3, 259, 269, 
273, 290, 318-19, 340, 411 
Spartoi, of Thebes 48, 50-1, 177-8, 181, 185, 
212, 248, 267; of Colchis, 192, 207, 212 
Sphinx 4,81,85, 101, 108, 114-15, 148-9, 
182, 290 

springs 6, 24, 26, 41-2, 47, 48-51, 54-7, 89, 
114, 131, 140, 155, 161, 165-74, 183-4, 238, 
276, 291, 324, 343-4, 354, 361,400, 403; sec 
also Amymone, C'astalia, ('ynadra, Dirce, 
Mercyna, Langia, Sybaris, 4’elphusa, water- 
sources 

Stachys 390, 406, 409, 411 
Statius 44-5, 56-7, 88-9, 159, 169, 182, 
222-4, 315 
Steeg 415 

Stheno 92, 95-6, 145, 190, 241 
Stlienoboea see Anteia 
stones see rocks 

Strabo 75-6, 112, 137, 163, 179,211-12,214, 
267, 292, 294, 296, 322, 423 
Styx 85-6, 113, 135, 166, 228, 249, 362 
Suetonius 297, 337-8, 340 
sulphur 64, 227, 230-1, 412 


Sumer 11,78,95,310 
Susanoo 165 
sweat 18,212,233 

swords 11, 14, 16-18, 20, 26-8, 312, 48, 
50-1, 57, 61, 66, 87, 92-3, 102, 118, 123-4, 
132, 190, 194, 215, 217, 235, 254, 256, 258, 
269, 393, 401,403; see also liarpe 
Sybaris 66, 88-9, 132, 143, 155, 161-2, 166, 
183, 291 

symmetry oi battle 6-7, 26, 148, 191,212, 
214-46, 296, 306, 345, 383, 404-12, 425 
Syrtes 209-10,296 

Tainan 229 

'fainaron 107-8, 110, 112, 184,230-1 
Tarhunna 12-14,75,77 
'fartara 150, 

Tartarus 31, 42, 62, 69, 72-4, 77, 79, 85-6, 
109, 150, 191, 241, 247, 258; see also 
underworld, Hell 

teeth 2, 23, 46, 48-51, 57, 87, 92, 97, 117, 119, 
121,133, 177-8, 181,185192, 195, 198, 207, 
212, 235, 241, 248, 267, 373, 401, 405; see 
also (haeae, Spartoi 
'relemachus 272, 312, 314 
Telphusa 172 
Tempe 179-80 
'I'enedos 135, 145-6 
'fenos 166, 174, 225, 416 
Teshub 13-14,75 

'fhebes 5,48-54,71, 169, 182-3, 185, 195-6, 
216, 283, 291-2, 322, 343; see also Cadmus, 
Serpent of Ares, Seven against rhebes 
'I hemis 45, 98, 263 
rhemistocles 268- 9, 349 
fheocritus 64, 193, 223, 225, 231 
rheophrastus 80, 108, 298, 304, 373 
rhermouthis 159, 305-6 
rhersander of 1 lalieis 313, 351 
I'heseus 109, 113, 230, 268, 280 1 
Thesihae, Serpent of 5, 65-6, 89, 123, 143 
Thessaly, rhessalians 176, 180-1, 201, 208, 
214, 225, 230 3, 237, 240, 242, 244, 296, 
342,369,411,415-16 
'I'hidrek 18 20, 139 

rhomas, St 7, 23, 386-7, 393 4, 397, 399, 100, 
404-6, 409, 412-15, 419 
rhor 19 

Thrace 74, 163, 251- 2, 327, 340 
rhraetaona 13 14, 21 

thunderbolts 6,2, 12, 16 , 69 - 77 ,82 6, 159. 163, 
191,218-20, 223, 226. 231,235. 247, 292 3, 
317, 332, 334, 3 12, 389, 395. 398, 105, 109 
Tiamat 11,15,78.124-5 
I'iresias 61, 1 12, 160. 166, 193, 225, 231 
Tiryns 101, 113 
fitane 319, 354, 360, 365, 371 
Titans 69, 73, 82, 85-6, 150, 165 
tombs 16, 53, 55, 57, 75, 87, 1 10. 157, 178, 
182, 198, 209-10. 212, 217, 219 50, 257, 
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287, 289, 294, 296-7, 304, 308, 345, 387, 
390, 396-7, 411,413 
'lotenmahl 252-3 

treasure 6, 17, 24, 35, 62, 148, 171, 173-8, 206, 
238, 251, 293, 382; see also gold, guardians, 
jewels, metal, treasuries 
treasuries 36, 47-8, 173-4, 336-7, 343 
trees 11, 19, 33-9, 44, 50, 57-8, 60-2, 82, 98, 
148-9, 159, 166-7, 169, 172, 174, 177, 185, 
188, 235, 240, 252-3, 267, 288-9, 312, 
318-19, 351, 358, 361-2, 374-5, 377-8, 

382, 384, 397; see also groves 
'rribulanum 396,417 
tripod 43-6, 48, 87-8, 178, 204, 369 
'I'ripodiskoi 88, 182-3 
'I riptolemus 156, 159, 200, 314 
'I rislan 23 

'Iriton 119,131,134-5,165 
'Iroe/en 112 
'Iroilus 138-142 

'rrophonius 2, 7, 40, 231, 272, 277, 279-80, 
317, 321-5, 343-4, 356-7, 360-1, 364-5, 
370, 372 

'ryphon 3-5, 11,13-14, 25, 27-9, 36-7, 42, 
44, 58, 68-83, 85, 104, 106-7, 114-5, 128, 
132, 135, 137, 148-56, 161-3, 165, 173, 183, 
192-3, 216-4, 226, 229, 231, 235-6, 238, 
241, 247-8, 292, 297, 331, 405, 415, 422-3 
'Tyrannognoplius 390 
'I’yrol 242, 408,415-16 
'I'zetzes 102, 112, 118, 129, 138-9, 143, 145-6 
190, 225, 269, 384 

Ugarit 11-14, 124, 153 
underworld 2-3, 6, 13, 46, 62, 67, 104-5, 
108-14, 161, 185, 196, 227-31, 247-8, 254, 
258, 343, 366, 390, 405, 408, 

414, 423; see also caves, earth. Hell, l artarus 
Uranus 73, 82, 254 

Valerius Maccus 62, 121, 159, 165 199 
201 2,207, 215, 219,223, 233, 266 
Valetudo 201,319 
vampires 90 

venom 6, 11, 17, 19, 20, 23, 27-9, 33, 38, 45, 
51-2, 54, 57, 64, 72, 85, 89, 97, 107-8, 115, 
137, 142, 149, 158, 184, 193, 198, 201, 208, 
211,213,217-18, 220- 1,223-4, 226-8 ^30 
232-4, 236, 242-5, 256-8, 287, 291, 295-6,’ 
310, 345-6, 365-6, 369, 373, 375, 377 379 
387, 389, 394, 397, 400 2, 405-14, 422; see 
also poisons 
ventriloquists 46 

Vesta, Vestal Virgins 88, 206, 320-1, 391-3 
420-1 

Vesuvius 76-7,219 

Victoria, St 7, 396, 398, 400, 405, 407-8, 

410, 417 


vipers 6, 20, 28, 71-2, 80, 85, 108, 146, 154, 
173, 176, 181, 192, 208, 211, 213-14, 216, 
220, 222-3, 225, 232-3, 243, 248, 257, 

265, 294, 304, 345, 342, 358, 363, 368, 
372-3, 378, 385, 388, 394, 404, 406, 409, 
411-14, 422 

Virgil 28, 31-2, 109, 112, 131-2, 136-7, 
143-6, 159, 196, 201, 209, 216, 228, 231, 
233, 250, 257, 308, 365 
virgins, drakon-tending 201-6; see also 
Medea, Hesperides, Hygieia, Lanuvium, 
Vestal Virgins, Sosipolis, oikouros ophis 
volcanos 73, 76, 163, 218-19, 221, 225, 423; 

see also Etna, Vesuvius 
Volsungasaga 17-19,35,139 
vomit 104, 108, 113, 115, 184, 345, 

397, 400 

Vritra 16, 21, 165 
Wantley Dragon 408 

water-sources 165-73; see also rivers, springs 
wealth, drakon gods of 271-309; see also 
treasure 

whales 116-18, 121, 127, 229 
White Snake of Mote Hill 66 
winds 11, 13, 47, 69-72, 78, 152, 206, 210, 
218, 226, 230-1, 388, 407, 415; see also airs, 
hreath 

wings 4, 25, 61, 64-5, 70-2, 78-9, 83-6, 92-3, 
101, 123-4, 132, 135, 165, 199-200, 221, 
236, 241, 249, 254, 255-7, 306, 395 
witches 39, 176, 201, 208, 214, 232-3, 242, 
244, 295, 365, 416; see also Circe, Medea, 
4'hessalians 

wolves 72, 132, 147, 163, 190, 216, 409 
womhs 44, 155, 247, 331,351,369-70; see also 
hroods 

wranglers of snakes 370-2 

Xantluis of Lydia (Sardis) 77, 162, 219, 423 

Yam 12, 14, 75, 124 

Zahirna 85 

Zagreus 80, 158, 240, 320, 331 
Zea 273, 312 

Zeus 3, 5, 7, 11, 27, 32, 33, 35-6, 38, 42, 47-8, 
52, 54-5, 63-80, 82, 84-6, 91, 96, 98, 142, 
149, 158, 162-4, 169, 174, 180, 182, 191-3, 
204, 210, 216, 218-20, 223, 226, 231, 235-6, 
238-41, 247, 250-1, 263, 277, 280, 282-6, 
292-3, 297, 315, 330-5, 342, 358, 405, 

415, 423; Z. Ktesios 6, 10, 175, 272, 278, 
280, 283-5, 302; Z. Meilichios 2, 6, 24, 

52, 156, 159-60, 175, 261, 263, 271-85, 

300, 302, 309, 315, 324, 331, 334, 365, 

380; Z. Ehilios 6, 272, 274, 283-5, 302, 

305; see also Dios kdidioti 


